

[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.

Copyright © 2023 by Nina Varela

Cover art copyright © 2023 by Maike Plenzke. Cover design by Jenny Kimura.

Cover copyright © 2023 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.

Sword vector © MIKHAIL BALASHOV/Shutterstock.com;

sky background © Bur_malin/Shutterstock.com;

swirl © ArtMari/Shutterstock.com;

cream swirl © Reamolko/Shutterstock.com

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.

Little, Brown and Company

Hachette Book Group

1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104

Visit us at LBYR.com

First Edition: February 2023

Little, Brown and Company is a division of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The Little, Brown name and logo are trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

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

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Varela, Nina, author.

Title: Juniper Harvey and the vanishing kingdom / Nina Varela.

Description: First edition. | New York : Little, Brown and Company, 2023. | Audience: Ages 8–12. | Summary: Eleven-year-old Juniper Harvey is having trouble coping in her new Florida town, but when the girl from her recurring fantasy dream appears in her room they have to figure out how to save Galatea’s world from a war of rival gods—and deal with their mutual attraction.

Identifiers: LCCN 2022039612 | ISBN 9780316706780 (hardcover) | ISBN 9780316706797 (ebook)

Subjects: LCSH: Dreams—Juvenile fiction. | Magic—Juvenile fiction. | Gods—Juvenile fiction. | Imaginary places—Juvenile fiction. | Lesbians—Juvenile fiction. | CYAC: Fantasy. | Dreams—Fiction. | Magic—Fiction. | Gods—Fiction. | Imaginary places—Fiction. | Lesbians—Fiction. | LCGFT: Fantasy fiction. | Novels.

Classification: LCC PZ7.1.V3963 Ju 2023 | DDC 813.6 [Fic]—dc23/eng/20220906

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2022039612

ISBNs: 978-0-316-70678-0 (hardcover), 978-0-316-70679-7 (ebook)

E3-20231229-JV-PC-VAL






Contents


	Cover

	Title Page

	Copyright

	Dedication

	Prologue

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	Epilogue

	Author’s Note

	Acknowledgments






	Begin Reading

	Table of Contents







For the queer kids;

for lesbians young and old,

past, present, and future.

We have always existed

(we will always exist)

in full color.
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PROLOGUE

My nightmare is always the same.

Every night for the past month, I’ve fallen asleep to glow-in-the-dark stars and the lazy spin of the ceiling fan, the sounds of summer rain and peeping frogs, only to wake on a burning mountain under a sky the color of bone.

(I used to have normal nightmares. Ones where I’d do something horrifically embarrassing in front of the whole school, or I was being chased by a snake monster that also looked like my math teacher, or all my teeth fell out. You know, the classics. This new recurring one? Not so much.)

I’m on a mountain that is actively ablaze, the slopes peppered with small, smoldering fires and charred areas still giving off smoke. The grass under my feet is dead and yellow, rattling in the wind. The sun is a bloodshot white eye. The heat is unbearable. I grew up in Texas, and I’ve never felt a heat like this, the air scorching my lungs. It feels so real. Somehow, I know this land used to be green and beautiful, but now it’s dying.

A woman appears from below me on a winding dirt path. She’s young and round faced, with a straw hat shading her eyes. Wildflowers are springing up in the places her bare feet touch the earth, blooming, wilting, and crumbling to ash in a matter of moments. She’s leading an odd procession of animals: cows, sheep, and goats mingling with bears and wolves, wild rabbits hopping alongside deer and foxes. There’s a stag with a bunch of birds perched on his antlers and a doe carrying an owl on her back. Most of the animals look sick and starved. Their coats are patchy, their ribs showing like roots in soft dirt.

I follow them to the mountaintop, where there’s a little stone house with a garden.

The dream changes.

The house transforms into a huge, beautiful temple in the ancient Greek style, with pale smoke drifting out from between its columns like the exhale of a gap-toothed mouth. Then I’m inside the temple. The floor is patterned with black-and-white mosaics. There’s an altar at one end, a raised platform with steps leading up to the statue of a god: a towering ivory woman wearing gold robes and a crown fashioned from twisting animal horns. That pale, sweet-smelling smoke wafts from a bronze brazier at the base of the altar. The woman with the magic feet is stoking the flames.

That’s when the dream becomes a nightmare.

A cloaked figure enters the temple, their face hidden by a hood. They approach the altar, footsteps echoing on the shining floor. The woman turns, and now her back is to me; I can’t see her face. It looks like maybe she says a greeting. As if in response, the figure reaches into their cloak and pulls out a sword—the biggest sword I’ve ever seen, not that I’ve seen many. And they drive the sword into the woman’s heart. The blade punches through her as if she were made of paper, coming out the other side between her shoulder blades. The blood slicking the metal is pure gold.

Thunder rumbles. Storm clouds darken the sky.

Suddenly, there’s a warm hand in mine.

The girl beside me is about my age, eleven or twelve. She’s got storm-colored eyes, the same roiling gray as the sky. They catch mine and widen in shock, or fear. She opens her mouth, but nothing comes out. White ivory is spreading across her skin. It swallows her like frost, turning her from a living, breathing person into a statue carved from white bone, her face frozen in that fearful expression. Her cold hand is clenched around mine so tight I can’t let go. I can’t let go.

There’s a crash of thunder. The sky bursts like an overripe fruit, unleashing the rain.

That’s how it ends.
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Miss Harvey. Miss Harvey. Miss Harvey!”

Somewhere in the process of twitching violently awake, I knock the pencil case right off my desk. Pens and pencils go flying in all directions. My favorite watermelon-scented eraser bounces away under a cabinet. Half the class starts snickering.

Awesome.

I look up to meet the glowering eyes of the language arts teacher, Ms. Grier. Now, to be fair, Ms. Grier has solid grounds for hating me. In the first week of school, she caught me doodling instead of taking notes. It might not have been so bad if it weren’t a doodle of her, complete with a speech balloon that said: SILENCE, WORMS!

She didn’t take kindly to that.

I’ve been trying not to draw during her class, but it’s hard. A lot of the time, I doodle automatically, without thinking about it. And it’s just gotten worse since the dreams started. I can’t help but draw—in my sketchbooks; on notes, quizzes, and homework; on pretty much any surface that gets within range of my left hand. I’ve drawn everything I can remember: the mountain, the small fires, the woman and her animals, the temple, the mosaics, the statue, the hooded figure, the giant sword.… And her, of course. The girl who turns to ivory. I’ve drawn her the most.

“Miss Harvey, is there a reason you’re falling asleep in my class?” Ms. Grier asks in her wobbly voice. “Are we boring you? Is A Wrinkle in Time boring you?”

The true answer: No. But also yes, because you’re teaching it in a boring way.

“No, ma’am.” I’m sure my face is bright pink.

“This is your second offense. One more equals lunchtime detention. Do I make myself clear?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Ms. Grier returns to the head of the room and continues droning on about religious symbolism. I hunch over my notebook, cheeks on fire, and take notes without looking up for the rest of class.

Being the new kid is just constantly embarrassing. It would be less embarrassing if I were a fundamentally different person. But here we are.

The reason I’m the new kid is because this past summer, my family (Mom, Dad, and me) moved from the city of Dallas, Texas (population 1.3 million), to the dinky little town of Cypress, Florida (population 2,300), for Dad’s job. I started sixth grade at a new school in a new state, more than a thousand miles away from home. To make matters worse, Riley (my best friend since diapers) has been ghosting me ever since the move. I don’t know why. It’s like as soon as I wasn’t right next door, she forgot I existed.

The thing about starting middle school in a tiny rural town is that you are The Only New Kid. All my classmates have known one another since pre-K. The friend groups? They are set in stone. They are calcified. And, from the bottom of my heart, I would literally rather be sacrificed to a pit of deadly fire ants than try to join a pre-existing friend group without an explicit invitation. I can’t even imagine walking up to a random table in the cafeteria and—what? Hovering awkwardly until one of the kids notices me and says, Uh, hi? and then everyone’s waiting for me to say something, and I open my mouth to ask if I can sit with them, but my voice isn’t working. Or worse, I stammer and stutter over the words and nobody can understand what I’m saying, and some pretty girl is like, Uh, can you repeat that? and then everyone’s laughing, and I have to flee the cafeteria and the school and not stop until I hit the Everglades, where I can live out the rest of my days with the alligators.

No. Nope! Absolutely no way. I’ll stick to my sketchbook, thanks.
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Later that evening, I’m at the stove making instant mac ’n’ cheese when Mom gets home from work. I hear the jangle of keys at the front door followed by the thump of a dropped purse, then the ka-chunk of a cowboy boot smacking the wall.

“Juniper Willadean Harvey!” Mom shouts.

Uh-oh.

The shouting is normal—Mom’s default volume is a good five notches above everyone else’s—but a full name? A Willadean? Yikes. I rack my brain for what I could’ve done to land in hot water but come up empty. I have no friends to get in trouble with. I’m generally well-behaved. I don’t chew on the furniture.

Mom sweeps into the kitchen like a vanilla-scented tornado, tying her hair back as she goes. My mom was born and raised on a farm in rural West Texas and still dresses like it. I’m talking plaid shirts, blue jeans, and cowboy boots, as if she thinks her day might involve wrangling steers. Thing is, Mom is a math teacher at the local high school. Also, we currently live in a swamp.

Speaking of swamps, the only thing I wanted to see here in swampy South Florida was alligators, so you can imagine my disappointment when I found out they don’t actually crawl around everywhere like big, scaly squirrels. The town of Cypress is ten miles from the edge of the Everglades, aka Gator Central, and I guess they rarely feel like making the trip. Which, fair. Anyway, so far the only wildlife I’ve seen is:



	our next-door neighbor’s demonic little Yorkshire terrier (Winifred)

	various sidewalk lizards

	a cute green snake Mom wouldn’t let me pick up

	a cute yellow snake I picked up when Mom was out doing errands

	a distressingly large spider (upper-left corner of the back porch) (Claudia)

	approximately ten billion mosquitoes





Florida is basically paradise for mosquitoes due to the high levels of humidity all year round. It’s famously infested with them. You know what Texas is famous for? Barbecue.

“Hi,” I greet Mom, giving the mac ’n’ cheese a stir. “Nice lipstick. Is that Peachy Keen?”

“You’ve Got a Peach of My Heart,” she says. “Don’t distract me! How could you not tell me there’s a middle school dance tonight? I didn’t know until my algebra kids mentioned it. I had no idea! I was clueless! How humiliating!”

“I didn’t not tell you,” I say. “I just didn’t… tell you.”

“Betrayal! Betrayal from my own flesh and blood!” She pretends to faint dramatically against the counter. Then she pins me with a sharp-eyed look. “Seriously, kid. What’s up? Why didn’t you tell me about the dance?”

“I forgot it was happening?”

“Uh-huh. Nice try. That’s two, so you get one more.”

“Um… There’s not actually a dance. Maybe you were hallucinating. I think we should take you to the hospital.”

“Aaaaand that’s three. Truth time.”

Ugh. Not to be dramatic, but I already know I’m doomed. I tried so hard to keep the dance a secret from her, but Mom’s a strawberry blonde bloodhound—she sniffs out secrets, and once she’s got her teeth in something, she doesn’t let it go.

“Okay,” I mutter. “So, it’s a homecoming dance. But that’s silly, because homecoming does not matter in middle school. We don’t have a football team.”

Mom shrugs. “I think it’s a small-town thing. The middle school and the high school are right next to each other, and a lot of families have kids in both. My high schoolers do the football game and the fancy dance, and you middle schoolers get your own less fancy shindig—tonight, at eight o’clock, which means you have two hours and seventeen minutes to get ready. Phew! That’s plenty of time.”

I nearly drop the wooden spoon. “Mom, I’m not going.”

“What!” Her face goes soft with concern. “Junebug. You’ll have so much fun.”

But I won’t. I know I won’t. It’s a month into the school year, and I’m still eating lunch alone in the library. I think I was absent the day everyone else learned how to strike up a conversation with other human beings.

“School dances just aren’t my thing,” I try.

“You’ve been to one dance in your short, little life. One does not a sample size make.”

I hate math talk.

Mom hip-checks me away from the stove, taking over mac ’n’ cheese duty. She rummages in the spice cabinet and pulls out chili powder, Old Bay, cinnamon, and chives. Oh boy. Mom likes to experiment in the kitchen. Mostly her experiments are edible, as long as you don’t actually let the food touch your taste buds. I’ve mastered the art of holding stuff in my cheeks like a squirrel and then maneuvering it so I can swallow without tasting. It’s a survival strategy.

My parents are perfect for each other, partly because Dad doesn’t even seem to notice when Mom puts half a cup of lemon juice or a tablespoon of nutmeg into a pan of green beans—despite being a pretty darn good cook himself. He hasn’t had time to cook dinner lately, though. Dad got hired to work on this research project about wetland soil fertility—that’s why we moved—and has to wrangle a team of scientists, so he’s been working long hours at home and on-site in the Everglades. Mom has taken over as head chef until his work settles down. I hope we all make it that long.

“Junebug, I think you should go to that dance tonight.”

I groan. “But, Mom—”

“No buts. Listen, kid. I know the move was tough on you. I wish things were easier. But like it or not, this is our home now. You’re gonna be happier once you start planting roots.”

“I had roots back in Texas,” I say. “Long roots. So many roots. They went deep enough to touch dinosaur fossils.”

“There are dinosaur fossils in Florida.”

“Mom, I really don’t—”

She swats me with a dish towel. “You can’t grow roots if you don’t water the soil. You can’t stay holed up in your own head forever, okay? And you know, I bet you’ll surprise yourself tonight. I bet you’ll have tons of fun. I really do. When I was a kid, I looooved school dances. My girlfriends and I would get ready at each other’s houses beforehand. I’d do my hair all curly and my makeup all dramatic and feel like a caterpillar turned into a butterfly.”

“I don’t want to be a butterfly,” I protest. “I want to be a cicada. I want to spend most of my life buried deep underground, and once every seventeen years, I’ll come up here to eat and scream.”

Mom gives me a look. “Stop learning about bugs.”

“They’re fun to draw! And what’s—what’s wrong with staying holed up in my own head? It’s nice and quiet in there, and I never say anything embarrassing. Mom, please don’t make me go.”

“You’re going.” She sprinkles cinnamon into the mac ’n’ cheese, and I know that’s that. My stomach hurts, and not just at the idea of cinnamon-spiced noodles.

It’s not that I don’t want the kinds of experiences my mom had. I do. And it’s not that I’m not lonely here. I am. It’s just… I can picture a group of kids getting ready in someone’s bathroom, joking around and singing into hairbrushes and all that teen-movie stuff. But I can’t see myself in the picture. There’s no blank space to be filled; there’s nothing missing. I don’t fit.

Mom will never understand. She’s loud and bright and doesn’t have a shy bone in her body. All of my bones are shy. If Mom’s a towering, attention-grabbing sunflower, I’m an ordinary dandelion. The eye skips right over me. I’m the backdrop, not the focus.

Now, once upon a time, I had a best friend. I had Riley my whole life, since we were toddlers splashing around buck naked in a pink inflatable kiddie pool. Then I moved to a new time zone. It got less convenient to be friends with me. And just like that, our friendship ended. That’s all it took. I think sometimes it doesn’t matter how much you water the soil. Still nothing grows. But that’s fine. It’s whatever, you know? I’m a dandelion. All I need is a sidewalk crack.

Dad wanders into the kitchen then, his square black glasses perched on the top of his head.

“Dinner already?” he says. “I lost track of time.” He steals a bite of mac ’n’ cheese from the pot. I can see the brown flecks of cinnamon and whatever else Mom added. He chews, swallows, and says, “Mm-mm! That’s fantastic. Jo, I don’t know how you do it. You’ve truly outdone yourself.”

Mom beams. My parents are bizarre.
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After dinner, I retreat to my room. Mom offered to help me pick an outfit and style my hair (which is super short, so I don’t know how much styling is even possible). But I’m still a little mad at her for making me go to this dance in the first place, so I said no thank you. I’m trying not to regret that. Honestly, I have no idea how to put together a cute outfit. Most of my wardrobe is T-shirts and jean shorts. I have a couple of dresses, but I only wear them if I have to. Dresses make me feel squirmy, like I can’t breathe or move right.

It’s 6:40 now. The dance starts at eight, but Mom said I should arrive “fashionably late,” so we’re not leaving the house until eight on the dot. According to my scientific calculations, it will take me five minutes to change clothes and brush my hair. That means I can do whatever I want for the next hour. What I want to do is draw.

The first thing I did when we moved here was figure out which corner of my new room gets the most sunlight. That’s where I set up my desk, easel, and art supplies: my paints, pencils, pastels, charcoal sticks, and gummy erasers; sketchbooks and anatomy books; and the set of inking pens I got last Christmas, plus the tablet I use for digital art. I draw basically every day, as soon as I finish my homework. I know I want to be an artist when I grow up, though I’m not sure which kind of artist. I used to dream of being a sculptor, then I decided maybe an oil painter, and right now I’m really into webcomics. In fact, I recently finished my first original webcomic. I came up with the story, designed the characters, wrote the script, and digitally sketched, inked, and colored the whole thing. I’m kind of ridiculously proud of how it turned out.

The story is about a family of mice who live in a pair of sneakers dangling from a telephone wire. One day, a crow pecks at the shoelaces until they break, and the sneakers fall into the back of a garbage truck. The mice are whisked away to the city dump, where they make friends with a family of raccoons and find treasures buried in the trash—mouse treasures like buttons, ribbons, bits of string. The comic is titled When the Squeakers Lost Their Sneakers. I haven’t shown it to anyone or posted it anywhere. But I could if I wanted to, and that’s enough.

Art is my safe haven. Despite what I told Mom earlier, the inside of my head is not always nice and quiet. Sometimes it feels like I’m in a boxing ring, squaring off against the part of my brain that’s constantly anxious and embarrassed and sad. When I start drawing, the clanging bells and roaring crowds go silent. My hands are busy making something. My thoughts are focused on the paper, the ink flowing from my pen, the smears of watercolor, the digital brush. My heart settles. The noise stops. I can breathe.

Since I finished my first comic, I’ve been working on concept art for my next one. It’s going to be longer and more complicated, with lots of cool world building and fantasy vibes. It’s called Cicadaland and is about an underground city of cicadas and other bugs, where the buildings are tree roots and mushrooms and fossils. The first arc follows a cicada named Shriek, who falls in love with a honeybee living in the Aboveworld, the land of fresh air, flowers, and sunlight. Right now I’m doing character design, figuring out what the protagonists are going to look like. I think Poppy, the honeybee, should wear a flower-petal crown.

I sit at my desk, trying to ignore the pre-dance jitters in my stomach. I leaf through my sketchbook until I land on a drawing of the temple statue. The god with the twisting, branching crown. When I first started having the dreams, I assumed the statue was made of marble. After some research—Dad taught me well—I now think it’s a chryselephantine statue, which means it’s made out of pieces of carved ivory that cover a big wooden frame. That’s another thing that makes me wonder about the dreams. I didn’t know anything about chryselephantine statues until I did some googling, but the one in the dream has been incredibly detailed since day one. I can see the seams where the pieces of ivory meet, like faint cracks in an eggshell. The only difference from real life is that the statue in the dream isn’t painted. (Fun art history fact: A lot of the ancient Greek and Roman statues you see in museums were not always plain white marble. They were often painted in vibrant colors, only the paint didn’t stand the test of time.) How did my brain make those specific details?

I turn the page to a drawing of the girl.

The girl.

She’s frowning up at me. I’ve only ever drawn the version of her before she turns to ivory, before her blushing tawny skin turns to hard, white bone. In the dream, I want to ask: Who are you? Where are we? Why are we holding hands? But my voice doesn’t work. My tongue’s as frozen as hers. I don’t transform into a statue, yet I’m silent as death.

I turn to a fresh page in my sketchbook and begin to draw. The jitters leach away. I’m shading in the flower petal on Poppy’s head when my phone alarm goes off.

Time to get ready.

I spend a minute deliberating in front of my closet, then grab a white blouse and a long jean skirt. My hair is extra fluffy today, like a reddish-brown acorn cap. Or just a bird’s nest. I run a brush through it, which has the fun effect of making it even fluffier. I give up.

A knock at the door. “June?” says Dad.

“Come in.”

He steps inside, shutting the door quietly behind him. His glasses have migrated from the top of his head to the collar of his shirt. He looks exhausted, bags under his eyes.

It hits me all at once how much I miss him.

Back home in Texas, Dad drove me to school every morning. I always wanted to listen to music during the car ride, while he always wanted to have a conversation. At the time, I found it annoying—it was six AM; the last thing I wanted to do was use my brain. Here in Cypress, I take the bus to school. I can put my earbuds in and listen to all the music I want.

I miss Dad’s morning chatter.

He gives me a commiserating smile. “School dance, huh?”

I make a bleh face in return. “Mom said I have to go. Unless…?”

“Sorry, no allies here. I agree with your mom. I think this is one of those things where it might seem intimidating, or even scary, but once you get there it won’t be nearly as bad as you thought. Sometimes it’s important to do things like that. Not always, but sometimes.”

My last hope snuffs out. “Okay. Yeah.”

“June.” His tone makes me look over at him. Dad and I have the same brown eyes, but I think his are nicer and warmer than mine. “You are a really good kid. You’re kind and thoughtful and funny. You’re a good listener. You have fun interests. You pay attention to the world and the people around you. Anyone would be lucky to be your friend. Okay? I mean that.”

I stare at a random spot of wall, vision blurry. I can’t seem to unstick my throat. Finally, I nod.

“Just be yourself,” says Dad. I nod again.

“Ready, Junebug?” Mom calls from the hall.

I clear my throat. “I—I think so!”

Dad gives me two thumbs-up. I respond with a shaky smile. “You’ll do great,” he says. “When in doubt, just show off all the rockin’ dance moves you’ve learned from your old dad.”

“Oh no,” I groan, hiding my face in my hands, and he laughs.
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The homecoming-but-not-really dance is held in the gym. The basketball hoops are strung with paper streamers, there’s a disco ball tossing up a rotating night sky, and black lights make everyone’s teeth glow a ghostly neon purple. The speakers are blasting a mix of Top 40 hits with the cuss words bleeped out and ’80s and ’90s throwback songs. Parent chaperones mill in the corners, and there’s a table with chips, cookies, and punch. With a few exceptions, the girls have gravitated onto the dance floor (center court) and the boys are huddling like penguins along the walls.

And me? I am hovering near the snack table. Yes, it does occur to me that my strategy for making friends probably shouldn’t be Hungry Crocodile Lurks Below Surface of Watering Hole, Awaits Arrival of Hapless Gazelle, but it’s the only strategy I’ve got. Also, it is worth noting that in terms of evolution, crocodiles have stayed the same for like two hundred million years. Possibly they are onto something.

I take a gulp of punch, washing down a fourth oatmeal-raisin cookie. The song changes to the one where you do the electric slide. A group of bold, adventurous boys break away from the main huddle and hit the dance floor, laughing and shoving at one another.

Last year, at the first school dance we ever went to, my best friend Riley slow danced three times with three different boys. She smiled and ducked her head when each song ended, effortlessly cute in the way of girls who are not me. I didn’t understand the urge to slow dance then, and I don’t understand it now. Slow dancing in middle school is just holding someone at arm’s length and stepping from side to side while avoiding all eye contact. What’s the point? I have never in my life wanted some boy’s sweaty palms on my waist.

I scan the gym for the millionth time, searching for any other loners, but everyone’s in groups. God. Okay. I’m about to call it quits and go hide in a bathroom when two kids peel away from the dance floor, making a beeline for the snack table. One I recognize as Oliver Xu from my geography class. The other I don’t know.

“… tens of millions of light-years away,” the girl’s saying, her voice raised over the music. “Isn’t that fascinating? Can you even imagine? Oh, and today Dad hinted that my birthday gift is a Celestron. A Celestron!”

“Whoa,” Oliver says around a mouthful of cookie. “What are you even gonna do?”

“Perish,” the girl says seriously. “I will perish.”

“But if you perish, you can’t use the Celestron.”

“I’ll perish, and then I’ll come back to life just to use it.”

“Maybe your ghost could use it.”

“But if I’m a ghost without a physical body, I can’t record my findings.”

“Unless,” he says, “you find a ghost trainer and practice really hard until you’re the kind of ghost that can do telekinesis things. That would be so sick. We could go around haunting people. Hey, you’re the new girl, right?”

I realize he’s talking to me. My head whips around from where I was staring blankly at the dance floor, pretending like I wasn’t eavesdropping. “I… what?”

Smooth, June.

Oliver gives me a crooked smile. Like, naturally crooked, his mouth pulling up higher on one side. “You’re in my geography class, right? I’m Oliver. Ollie.”

“I’m Juniper. June,” I manage.

“Sam,” says the girl. “Technically Samantha, if we’re doing full names, but that’s just wrong.”

“Nice, um, nice to meet you.” I search frantically for something cool, funny, or interesting. “I—I like your shirt… dress… thing.”

Sam glances down at her outfit. “I think it’s a romper?” she says. “I don’t know. Mostly it just makes it hard to go to the bathroom. I feel like I’m wearing a onesie.”

“It’s a cute onesie,” I say, which is true. It’s purple with a moon-and-stars pattern, and she’s got matching star-shaped hair bobbles tying back her coily buns. “Um. Do you—do you guys like… dances? Dancing?” Oh my god.

“Oh yeah,” says Ollie. “You should see Sam doing the robot. She kills it.”

“It’s the only dance move I can do.” Sam’s eyes are solemn behind her gold-wire glasses. “But I am very good at it.”

“You’re like freakishly good at it,” says Ollie. “I wouldn’t be surprised if you were secretly a robot this whole time.”

“I’d like to be a robot,” she says. “I could go live on Mars.”

Ollie gives me a look like, There you have it. “You should come dance with us.” He says it easy as anything. “It took four tries, but I think I finally annoyed DJ Coach J into playing a song by this metal band I’m obsessed with. Nobody’s gonna know the words, and we’re all gonna headbang our brains out. It’ll be great.”

My heart leaps. “S-sure, I—”

Suddenly, a big, shadowy something swoops down from the ceiling right behind Sam and Ollie. My hand jerks. Punch splashes all over my blouse. “Oh my god!”

“Whoa!” says Ollie. “You okay?”

“Wh-what was that?” I look around wildly. I don’t see the shadow anywhere, and no one else seems to have noticed it. Nobody else looks startled or freaked out. They’re all just doing the YMCA.

“What was what?” asks Sam.

“It was like—like a huge owl or something!”

“An owl?” Sam frowns up at the rafters. “In here?”

“Yeah, I…” I trail off. They’re both looking at me in concern. I just spilled bright red punch all over my white blouse. “Sorry, I—I have to… bathroom.”

“Are you okay?” asks Sam.

“Yes! Totally fine
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“Heartwarming and hilarious.”

=~ MBALIA, #1 New York Times bestselling author of the Tristan Strong series
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