
[image: Cover: Black River, by Ruby Jean Cottle. ‘Hot and Original’ Becca Fitzpatrick, Author of Hush, Hush. One Bite Could Change Everything….]




Praise for Black River


‘There’s something haunting about Black River – the kind of story with chilling twists, a slow-burn romance, and just the right amount of bite. It pulls you into its eerie depths and doesn’t let you go – Black River is dark, intoxicating, and impossible to put down. More please!’

Courtney Peppernell, author of Pillow Thoughts

‘Atmospheric and suspenseful, this classic YA paranormal tale combines genres skillfully and delivers a brooding monster story that’s part family drama, part thriller, part romance and all bite.’

Lisa Tirreno, author of Prince of Fortune

‘Black River is a smart, sensual, deeply atmospheric debut, brimming with immersive world-building, compelling characters, and all the right kinds of tension. The mystery at its heart keeps you guessing right to the last page, where it becomes clear this is only the beginning of Dusty’s story. I sank my teeth in and barely came up for air.’

Emma Lord, author of Anomaly

‘Part fantasy, part astute coming of age story, Black River brilliantly depicts the angst of adolescence, along with its burgeoning – and sometimes terrifying – power. Like its dynamic heroine Dusty, the prose brims with vitality; I felt every moment of her transformation as if I were right there on the mountain with her. It’s not often that I wish for a do-over of my teenage years, but the world of Black River was so evocative, I found myself envying Dusty’s unfurling connection to the natural world, and to her own formidable nature. I need to know what happens next!’

Jacqueline Bublitz, author of Before You Knew My Name

‘My teenage self felt a real connection to book-loving Dusty and the tender, sisterly love she shares with Opi. I felt emotionally invested in Dusty’s story, and the high-stakes plot kept me riveted to the page. Ruby’s storytelling keeps things hot with a spicy romance and original with turns into the mystical. Black River is an impressive debut, and I’m looking forward to part two.’

Becca Fitzpatrick, author of Hush, Hush
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Description 1




For you.

Then, now and somewhere along the road.






Prologue

The light of the bonfire distorts the crowd. A collective gasp still lingers.

She can feel her heartbeat everywhere.

At first, she doesn’t understand what it is her body wants—what it is that’s happened that could incite an urge unlike anything she’s ever conceived of. But as she looks around, she sees him staring, transfixed.

His eyes are a mirror of what she feels.

He steps forward and tilts his head. Arms grab at him, trying to stop him. He shakes them off like they’re nothing but ash.

Without thinking, she walks through the cluster of people, fighting the call of the metallic smell that seems to consume the air. Blood. She bites down on the pressure building in her teeth and steps directly in front of him, blocking his line of sight. His gaze still fixed beyond her, he tries to push her aside. She doesn’t move. Instead, she grabs his arm and leans in close to whisper in his ear.

“I know what you’re feeling. I feel it too.”

He pulls back and his eyes meet hers, searching.

She can see he’s scared.

“We shouldn’t be here, feeling like this. We need to go,” she says with more force, holding out her hand. “Now.”

He looks down at her hand then takes hold of it. She pulls, and they run into the darkness.





PART I [image: ]






1 The Trees

Soft sunlight warms Dusty’s face. The chime of birdsong pings against her window and the shifting light whispers that it’s her favorite time of year. Early summer.

For a second, something a little like optimism courses through her sleepy body.

Her arm escapes the warmth of her blankets, reaching for the cold phone on her bedside table. Squinting, she can see that she’s just in time. Five fifty-eight. Two minutes before her alarm is set to go off. She swipes it off, grateful to avoid the jarring trill.

Sitting up, she rubs her eyes open. Green leaves cover the giant beech tree outside her window and their gilded shadows dance in the alcove of her bed.

Beyond the tree, Dusty can see southward down the steep slope of White Mountain, past a shimmering blue lake, all the way to the base of the valley where Black River flows. Somewhere beyond that, hidden by trees, is her hometown, named after the river, and the Adirondack Mountains, looming in every direction.

On top of her comforter there’s a black, soft-cover Moleskine notebook. Beside it is an open book lying face down. She must have fallen asleep reading it sometime late last night, lost in a world of spells, dragons and romance. Her dad would have turned her light out at some point, like he always does.

The temptation to stay in bed and read is almost overwhelming—safe in the house that grounds her, her head in a book that sets her free.

But today is a school day, and Dusty has a life to face.

She picks up the book, carefully folds the corner of the last page she remembers reading, then neatly places it on top of the pile beside her bed. She reaches to the window and shimmies it open. A cool breeze sighs through the gap and she lets out a quick breath like she’s flicking a switch—an attempt at turning off emotions that have roamed her body for years. Feelings that ache unless kept in check. Sometimes it works. Sometimes it doesn’t.

She makes her bed before heading over to a big old chest of drawers—inherited, like almost everything else in this house, from her grandparents, who had inherited it from their parents and so on—and exchanges her t-shirt and boxers for a fresh t-shirt and some well-worn Levi’s that she buttons up tight around the curves of her hips.

The hall outside her bedroom is dim and quiet. Several closed doors lead to mostly unused rooms, but her sister’s door is open. There’s a staircase at each end of the hall. One leads downstairs and the other leads up to her dad’s room. The tattered Persian rug feels soft under Dusty’s feet as she crosses it to the bathroom.

She splashes water on her face, brushes her teeth and looks at her reflection just long enough to decide that today isn’t going to be the day she starts making more of an effort. Her long, wavy brown hair is neat enough, with layered bangs that she trims herself every few weeks framing fair skin and hazel eyes. Freckles are sprinkled across her nose and her cheeks are still rosy from sleep. Already uncomfortable with the girl in the reflection, she looks away and returns to her room to stuff her laptop and notebook into a backpack, along with a book for good measure.

As she descends the creaky, wide wooden staircase, sunshine flickers through the downstairs windows, motes floating in golden beams. Besides a few simple touch-ups, the Victorian house remains mostly as it was when her ancestors built it.

It’s a large, open-plan space painted creamy white, with two living areas, a dining area and the kitchen all connected by wide archways complete with intricate wooden detailing, and broad floorboards that still show the twisting life-lines of trees felled right here on the mountain. High ceilings, large rugs and two enormous fireplaces make the space feel even bigger. The furniture is scuffed and a little worn, the walls adorned with Silver family history.

But Dusty braces herself as she moves through the rooms, and as she glances at the near-empty shelves behind the sofa, she remembers what they’d looked like when they were packed with her mom’s art books. They’d brought so much color to the room, especially at this time of day when their spines were drenched in sunlight. The memory cuts through Dusty’s chest like a blade and that familiar feeling hits. That unprovoked sense that something terrible could happen at any moment. As if it’s written in her bones.

She hates her body for experiencing everything so viscerally.

Realizing her fists are clenched, she shakes out her hands then releases another quick breath to turn her feelings off. But the breath only makes her gasp for another, then another, as her chest tightens. On the sideboard beside her she notices that a rectangular dish is askew. She straightens it so it aligns with the table’s edge and the tension inside her dissipates, just a little.

A cabinet bangs in the kitchen and the kettle begins to hum. Her dad will have left for work by now, which means Opi’s getting breakfast ready. Dusty tries to slow her breath, and sure enough, as she rounds the archway to the kitchen, her sister is there, plucking freshly cut herbs from vases and jars that cover the countertops like bouquets in a flower shop.

“Oh good! You’re up!” Opi smiles over her shoulder before breezing past to whisk the kettle from the stove. She pours the steaming water into a glass teapot full of fresh leaves then looks closely at Dusty. “Everything okay?”

Dusty nods and attempts a smile.

“Did one of your book boyfriends die?” Opi asks, completely sincere.

Dusty looks at her sister flatly as Opi twists a strand of her long, golden-brown hair around a finger, concerned. “Want to talk about it?” Opi asks, stepping closer.

Dusty shakes her head as she steps back, then sits down at the dining table.

“You know it’s okay to vent your feelings?” Opi says. “If not to me, then to Mali. Or dad,” she adds encouragingly.

Dusty reaches into her bag and takes out her notebook and a pen. Flicking to an empty page, she begins to draw inky-black curved shapes with dots and lines inside them. The pressure of the pen on the paper is like a funnel—a controlled outlet for the storm inside her.

Opi watches as she continues, “You can’t just avoid—”

“I don’t avoid. I manage,” Dusty interrupts, exasperated.

“Potato-potahto.”

Dusty can’t help the smile tugging at her cheeks as she continues to draw.

“You know what you need?” Opi prompts, her voice the epitome of optimism.

“Coffee?” Dusty looks up to catch Opi rolling her eyes.

“No. Some time outside.”

“We’re about to go outside. We have school. Remember?”

“I mean outside outside. We live on a mountain. In the middle of a forest. Remember?”

“Fine. We can have breakfast on the porch.”

“Actually,” Opi says, her eyebrows rising with her voice. “I was thinking…”

Dusty’s eyes narrow, skeptical.

“It’s already June third. You know what that means, right?” Excitement shimmers in Opi’s eyes.

“That there’s less than four weeks of school before summer vacation?”

Opi sighs. “It means that it’s the end of morel season! If we wait until the weekend we might miss out—”

“So go with Theo after school.”

“I don’t want to go with Theo.”

“He’s your best friend—”

“I want to go with you,” Opi says firmly. “You used to love it out there. You were so happy—”

“That was before—” But Dusty stops herself from saying more. The last thing she wants is to upset her sister. She sighs. “So you’re saying you want to forage for mushrooms before school?”

Opi nods, grinning.

Dusty glances at the clock. Six-twenty.

“We don’t have to leave until seven-fifteen,” Opi pleads, hopeful. “I know you hate being late, but it will only take half an hour. Max. Plenty of time to sauté them up in some butter when we get back,” she tempts, her eyebrows raised as if the allure is undeniable. “Dad got fresh bread yesterday…”

“I don’t want to be rushed, Op,” Dusty groans. “I wanted to make coffee, read my book…” She looks around. “If you go, I can get the kitchen ready for you when you get back.”

“I already made you tea,” Opi says, pouring the yellow-tinged infusion into two flasks. “And I want to go with you.” Opi disappears for a moment, returning with both of their walking boots. “Let’s go.” She smiles as she opens the kitchen door and steps onto the porch.

Dusty remains seated, determined not to follow. She looks down at her pen, the tip still pressed into the notebook. Black ink pools on the page and a vision of Opi tripping and hitting her head on a jagged rock invades Dusty’s mind, forcing her to stand.

She sucks in a breath, trying to shake the irrational thought as she grabs the flasks and follows Opi onto the porch.

“You do know I’m your big sister, don’t you?” Dusty asks, barely a trace of anxiety in her voice. “Shouldn’t that make me your boss?”

“Firstly, you’re not even eighteen months older than me,” Opi says, as they both tug on their boots at the top of the stairs. “Secondly, if you were the boss, we’d just sit around and read all day and miss out on all of this.” She gestures beyond the porch, as if life is as clear cut as blue sky and sunshine.

“This exists in books too,” Dusty teases, ignoring the crisp scent of dew-covered pines. “The difference is you get to see it through someone else’s eyes. And there are witches and warriors and fairies there too.”

Opi frowns. “Why would you want to be someone else?”

Dusty shrugs. “I’m not like you. I don’t have what you have with your herbs and this garden.” She looks out over the grassy slope, covered by a plush tangle of vegetables, fruits and herbs. “You know where your puzzle piece fits, but I… I’m seventeen and should at least have a vague idea of what I want to do. And no, don’t say writing. I’m no good at that. I just feel… like nothing jumps out at me. Like there’s nothing that feels like me.”

Opi’s big brown eyes are curious and watchful. The golden highlights in her brown hair glisten in the sunshine like she’s wearing a crown. “But… you’re the best.”

Opi’s sincerity is felt like a lump in Dusty’s throat which she immediately tries to swallow. “That’s impossible,” she says matter-of-factly. “Because you are.” She stands, boots on, ready to go.

Opi joins her. She’s dressed in a knee-length, floral print dress, camo-green bomber jacket and white socks that sprout a ruffle out the top of her boots. Opi—or Ophelia, but only her teachers call her that—has a sense of self-confidence that Dusty is always in awe of.

“What?” Opi asks, catching Dusty’s assessing gaze.

“You look cute today.” She smiles.

Opi grins. She drapes an empty satchel over her shoulder and hands Dusty one of her own, along with her tea. “Even if you don’t drink it, it’ll warm up your hands.”

Dusty rolls her eyes. “Only because you’re a little weirdo and tea’s your love language.” She takes a sip. It’s undeniably comforting. “Let’s go.”

There are trails that lead into the forest in all directions around their property, including north to the mountain’s summit, but Opi leads the way south, down through her garden to where the cultivated plants are met by wild ones. There’s a narrow track visible through the understory, worn down by their ancestors year after year, and the sisters enter there, enveloped by a thick canopy of trees.

“Remember,” Dusty warns. “Fifteen minutes down, fifteen minutes back.”

“I know!” Opi calls.

Although not as expert as her sister, Dusty is far from a stranger to these woods. She recognizes the different plants—giant spruce, hemlock and cherry trees, their bases cushioned by clusters of hobblebush, elderberry, dogwood and honeysuckle—and registers landmarks as they pass through. It’s a force of habit their dad drilled into them from a young age. The price for being allowed to run wild here. A precaution against getting lost.

“The vastness of this forest could swallow you whole,” Dusty says.

“Huh?” Opi doesn’t bother looking back.

“Dad said that once.”

“Oh,” Opi murmurs, distracted by something in the canopy.

“How long has it been since you did this with him?”

Opi shrugs. “I don’t know.”

“Maybe if we both get jobs over summer, he can ease up with work a little.”

“At least he loves it though,” Opi says. “He basically gets to do this for a living. Plus, I don’t mind being left to our own devices.” She looks back conspiratorially.

“Mhmm,” Dusty says. “Just look at how badass we are… foraging for mushrooms on a school day.” She winks at her sister, trying to cover how painful it is for her to be out here—how much it reminds her of their childhood. Of what they had, and what they lost.

Opi chuckles as she slows, scanning the forest floor. “We have to be close,” she murmurs.

Desperate to hurry this along, Dusty begins to look too. “Come on,” she says, placing her flask on the trail and breaking off the path. Opi does the same.

They tread slowly and carefully as they look for signs, trying not to trample too heavily on the mosaic of living organisms underfoot. Leaves rustle, not far, and they look up to see a white-tailed deer trotting away from them. Within seconds it’s hidden by the collage of green.

“It’s okay,” Dusty calls after it. “She’s a pescatarian!”

Opi rolls her eyes. She’s never eaten red meat, even as a young child, which in Dusty’s opinion, is just another reason to admire Opi’s self-assuredness, considering they come from a long tradition of hunting what you eat. “It’s lucky it’s not hunting season,” Opi adds before continuing forward.

Always aware of the direction of the trail, they scan the ground, peeling back decaying leaves and branches that might be hiding the mushrooms underneath. The smell of earth is rich and heady.

“We can’t go much further, Op,” Dusty says as she crouches beside an enormous old ash tree. Brushing aside some moss and pine needles, she sees the crest of a brown honeycomb-like structure that’s attached to a creamy stalk. She plucks it from the ground. “Found one!” she yells, surprised by her excitement.

“For real?” Opi shouts, running over. “Are you sure!?”

Dusty inspects the mushroom, noticing where the cap meets the stem. The sides of the cap are attached to the stipe at the bottom. A good sign. She breaks it apart. It’s completely hollow, as it should be. It’s a good size too, about the length of her palm. “Yep. Look, there’s more.”

It’s like a treasure hunt. At first glance, they look like pinecones strewn among the leaves, but the more they focus, the true morels stand out. Gathering the mushrooms delicately, the sisters are careful not to harvest too many.

“Shake them gently before you put them in your bag,” Opi reminds Dusty, who rolls her eyes as if it’s obvious. It was one of the first things their grandmother taught them about foraging—so that loose spores can make their way to the ground and return as more mushrooms next year.

The terrain becomes denser as they duck under low-hanging branches and climb over long-fallen trees.

“Last one then we head back, okay?” Dusty calls. She bends down to gather a particularly big morel. “Okay?” she calls again. Frustrated to be the only one in a rush, she stands and turns.

But Opi isn’t there.

“Op?” she calls. She can’t see her sister, but the distinct feeling that someone—or something—is close by is disorienting. She turns quickly, scanning for another deer, but there’s nothing but plant life waving in the breeze.

Dusty listens, aware of the slim chance that black bears could be around. She stills herself, waiting for a snap or a deep grunt. There’s nothing.

Telling herself Opi must have headed back to the trail, Dusty starts to retrace her steps. She’s surprised to see a dozen or so pink lady’s slipper orchids she hadn’t noticed before. They only bloom for a few weeks this time of year. Bobbing on their leafless stalks, they’ll probably come and go without another soul ever seeing them. The thought draws a shiver across her skin.

She continues, looking for her sister and the trail, but she doesn’t recognize anything around her. There are trees she swears she hadn’t come past. They grow in front of a huge boulder that casts dark shadows.

A sinking feeling begins to weigh heavy in the pit of Dusty’s stomach and a hot rush of adrenaline runs through her veins.

“Opi,” she tries, but her voice falters.

She spins, staggering as she searches for any sign of where she is. This doesn’t make sense, she thinks. Where is Opi? Where am I? Her heart is starting to thud against her ribs. Then suddenly, she comes to a stop.

A tingling prickle creeps over the back of her neck.

Complete silence has befallen the forest. There isn’t even a whisper of wind. The air is thick and still.

And even though all she can see are the twisting trees and shadows of plant life, somehow she knows that something is definitely here with her. Watching her.

Paralyzed by the feeling, Dusty realizes she’s holding her breath. Using every ounce of her willpower she tries to suck in air as she places her fingers to her ears, trying to convince herself that her hearing is deceiving her. The low thud of her heart fills her head as she feels her blood coursing hard, her pulse points throbbing. She tries to call out for Opi again, but fear has settled into the back of her throat, trapping any words, choking her.

She tries to swallow.

Whatever is watching her is just beyond sight, hidden by the trees.

Run, a primal part of her whispers.

She obeys.

Clambering over logs and bushes, scraping past shrubs and under branches, it feels like the forest is swallowing her up, sucking her in deeper and deeper. Her vision blurs from the overwhelming sense of panic as if she’s about to pass out, but just as darkness begins to take her, she emerges into open grass and a sun-drenched lake stretches before her.

Dusty doesn’t stop running until she reaches the lake’s bank. Her heartbeat pounds in her head until the sound of water lapping against the rocks slowly overtakes it. She drops her hands to her knees, her head slumped, gasping for breath.

“Dusty!”

She looks up. Opi is running toward her from further down the tree line. She’s flooded with relief.

It’s only now that she notices the sounds of the forest have returned.

“Are you okay?” Dusty asks, panting, as Opi reaches her.

Opi nods as she tries to catch her breath.

“Where are we?” Dusty asks.

Opi scans their surroundings. It’s clear that whatever it was that had scared Dusty had scared her too. Viscerally. She shakes her head in disbelief. “Angel Lake,” she says.

Dusty is confused. “We couldn’t—” But then she notices a grove of paper birch trees on the other side of the lake. “Is… is that the trail back to our house? Over there?” She points to where distinctive white bark stands out like a beacon in the sunshine.

The sisters stare in silence.

“But to get here would take—”

“An hour and a half. At least.”

“It felt like minutes…” Opi whispers.

“I wish I’d brought my phone,” Dusty curses.

“That would be a first.”

Dusty manages to smile. “Or a watch.”

A breeze swirls overhead, drawing Dusty’s attention to the clammy sweat covering her body. She turns to her little sister. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

“What was that, Dust? You were right in front of me. Then you weren’t. And I swear something was there, close, but I couldn’t see it.”

“Me too,” Dusty says as she turns to peer into the shadowy forest. “Maybe a bear? But then everything went quiet…” Her voice trails off.

Opi is looking around like she doesn’t trust what she’s seeing. “How did we get here?”

“I couldn’t see you,” Dusty manages, guilt clenching in her stomach. “I know I should’ve waited for you, looked for you, but I couldn’t help it.” She shakes her head. “I needed to run. I swear it was only for a few minutes.” She looks out toward the paper birch trees on the other side of the lake as if they hold the answer. White Mountain rises up behind them. Toward the top, she can just make out their house among the trees. She sighs. “I think we’re gonna be late for school.”



They hug the edge of the lake to the other side where the birch trees wait to usher them home. Heading back into the woods and onto the trail, they stick close together as Dusty tries to rationalize what just happened.

“Do you think…” Opi says quietly, as if she doesn’t want her voice to make them heard. “Everything in the forest is interconnected, right? So it makes sense that if one thing went silent, others would too.”

“Maybe,” Dusty says softly. “But have you ever known a bear to scare crickets quiet?”

Opi doesn’t answer.

As they walk, Dusty catches glimpses of her sister’s eyes darting around. She can’t remember a time Opi was ever scared in the forest. Or lost. She can’t believe she almost let her come out here on her own. For once, Dusty is grateful for her intrusive thoughts.

She opens her mouth to say something about the inexplicable jump in time and place but bites down on her words.

As they ascend the steep trail the thud of Dusty’s heart pumps faster with her breath. She tries to focus on the sound of her footsteps crunching on the ground, as if they’ll leave the fear behind her, but the anxious nausea remains.

They walk in silence for what feels like a lifetime until they’re closer to the place they’d started foraging. There’s a fork in the trail. Both routes lead home.

“This way,” Dusty says, leading them along the way they hadn’t come.

“But we left our flasks…” Opi says.

“Forget about them,” Dusty dismisses. She slides an arm around her sister’s waist and they continue together along the alternate trail. The promise of home quickens their pace.

They finally emerge from the trees into their garden. Bees and butterflies flit around them and the house is still covered in dappled sunlight. Dusty feels a pinch on her arm. It’s a mosquito. She swats it, leaving a smear of blood on her skin.

She rushes up the back steps, Opi following close, and bursts into the kitchen to look at the time.

Eight-fifteen.

She tries to do the math.

To get to the other side of Angel Lake and back should have taken over three hours. Plus the time they stopped to forage. So it should be nine-thirty, at least. A chill sweeps over her, reminding her of the sweat soaking her clothes.

“That adds up,” Opi says.

“Excuse me?”

“As in… that’s how long it felt.” Opi shrugs. “Twenty minutes or so before… we ran. And then an hour and a half from the other side of the lake.”

Dusty’s brow furrows. “None of that adds up. You see that, right?” Her voice is harsher than she intends.

Opi’s eyes glimmer with a sheen of tears.

“Sorry,” Dusty manages. “I’m just… that freaked me out. We must have gotten lost. Or turned around.” She sighs, softening. “Come on, let’s get changed and go. We’re already late, and they’ll call Dad soon.”

Opi nods, offering a faint smile before she heads upstairs.

Still standing in front of the clock, Dusty looks out the window to the trees.

She can’t shake the feeling that something’s still out there, waiting in the shadows.





2 Her Periphery

For most of the twenty-five-minute drive to school, they weave through the serpentine roads lining the mountains and the curving, tumbling flow of Black River. The sound of Laura Veirs’ guitar fills the old Jeep as Dusty replays what happened in the forest over and over in her mind, trying to make sense of it. As they enter a narrow stretch of road where the surrounding trees meet, the sudden shadowy darkness draws up that disorienting fear she still doesn’t understand. The car swerves as she takes a corner too fast. The tires screech loudly, sending crows flying from something roadside they’d been scavenging. She can feel Opi looking at her, but she doesn’t say anything.

They enter the outskirts of Black River through an eighty-foot-long bridge that towers over a bend in the river. Only one car can pass at a time from either direction, but you hardly ever need to wait before crossing. There isn’t much traffic around Black River. Dusty normally finds something comforting in the way the shingled roof and latticed walls envelop the car in near-darkness as they bob over the wide wooden planks. But today she speeds up toward the light on the other side.

They pass by modest wooden houses, paint peeling off their pastel facades, before stopping at one of the few traffic lights in town, the indicator clicking. Dusty rolls down the windows and she can almost taste the long, wide-open days of summer ahead of her. But a tang of apprehension sours her mouth.

A horn beeps loudly behind them, snapping Dusty out of her head. She looks up at the now-green light, but before she can shift into drive, a big white pick-up accelerates around them and into the gas station across the road.

Dusty mutters, “Arrogant, impatient—”

“He must be late for school too,” Opi offers.

Dusty snorts. “Rules don’t apply when you’re the only famous person in town.”

“What’s he famous for again?” Opi asks. “Other than the way he looks, I mean.”

Dusty can recognize that Eli Blake is objectively dreamy. Tall and athletic, his high cheekbones are balanced by a sculpted jawline and mesmerizing emerald-green eyes. He has coppery hair that’s always cropped short in a buzz cut, and as far as Dusty can tell, his self-confidence is unparalleled. She knows all of this without having ever actually interacted with him. Because for Dusty, Eli Blake mostly exists within her phone. In fact, he’s a big part of the reason she hates the thing—one of the many glittery mirages that make her feel like she doesn’t fit into this world. Like she doesn’t understand her own peers, as if she’s some sort of alien for preferring to be private. For preferring to be on her own. But still, there have been one too many nights that she’s found herself swiping onto one of Eli’s videos.

It doesn’t help knowing he lives so close to her, just down the road on White Mountain.

As she turns the corner, Dusty tries not to look in his direction or at his sleepy eyes lit up by the morning sun. “He’s just a BMX bro with a big following on TikTok,” she dismisses.

In the heart of Black River, they pass the grander houses and buildings—double, even triple-story Colonial and Victorian structures fronted by trees so substantial you almost don’t notice the telephone poles overhead. Then, three churches among a dozen storefronts that all lead to a large triangular town green complete with a gazebo surrounded by shady trees.

In the dead of winter, Black River can feel like the end of the world. But this morning, with leaves fluttering in the wind and flowers bursting from their beds, Dusty thinks it looks rather pretty. It’s a relief to be here for once, away from that presence on the mountain.

They pull into the full parking lot of Black River High at eight forty-five—almost an hour late—slamming their doors and slinging on their backpacks as they rush inside. This is where Dusty and Opi’s lives diverge, separated by friends and classes, and their world becomes bigger than their life at home.

Dusty runs down the main corridor toward her biology class, surrounded by the standard mush of beige tiled walls, white paneled ceilings marked by leak stains and speckled gray linoleum floors drenched by fluorescent lighting. In contrast, rows of bright red metallic lockers line the walls.

It’s not that Dusty doesn’t like school. In fact, she’s a straight-A student. But her aversion to crowds, and attention, has made her step back from school life to the point that if she were graded on it, she’d get a D for participation.

The classroom door is closed. Through the small glass window, Dusty can see the rows of students facing the front of the room, laptops open, and her empty desk toward the back. She can hear the muffled voice of Mrs. Thompson explaining something to the class. I’ll just slip in, she tells herself. No one will notice. She grips the handle and takes a slow breath in and out before stepping inside.

“Dusty!” Mrs. Thompson announces with a clear, bright voice.

Every face in the room turns to look.

“Sorry,” Dusty says sheepishly. “Car trouble.”

Mrs. Thompson smiles, apparently unfazed, and returns to the presentation projected at the front of the room.

Dusty moves to her desk, trying to avoid eye contact with anyone still watching her. She slots in between JD, who gives her a friendly nod, and Mali, her best friend and one of the very few people who counts as an exception to Dusty’s preference for solitude. As she slides into her seat, she realizes Mali is staring at her like she’s waiting for an explanation.

“Later,” Dusty mouths.

Mali winks, her usual warmth ever-present on her face, before resuming her note-taking. Dusty takes out her laptop, making sure it’s aligned perfectly with her desk, then looks to the screen at the front of the room, which features a graphic of a double-helix whirling around itself.

“DNA appeared on earth around four billion years ago,” Mrs. Thompson continues, “but how it came into existence is still unknown. It has mutated and replicated, leading to the millions of plant and animal species all around us. Us included!” She clicks through to a slide featuring a young girl walking through a forest and Dusty pushes away the memory of what happened only an hour ago. “We share at least fifty percent of our genes with plants, and despite human differences, we’re all actually ninety-nine point nine percent identical.” The sound of fingers tapping against keyboards skims the room as a new slide with the solar system appears. “If you were able to stretch out the DNA contained in your own body, it would reach one hundred and twenty-five billion miles from where you sit right now. You could wrap it around the Earth five million times.”

Dusty fights the urge to take out her notebook and translate the concept into lines and shapes. Something she can hold onto. But she wouldn’t risk it so close to others. Someone might see.

“DNA is the code that writes our physical form,” Mrs. Thompson is saying, “but only two percent of it actually means anything.” She skips to the next slide. “So, let’s get into the nitty-gritty. DNA is stored in chromosomes, which—”

“What does the other ninety-eight percent do?” Dusty is unaware that she’s the one speaking until heads turn in her direction. Again. She feels her cheeks flush and the residual adrenaline from earlier at war with the tight hold she usually has on herself.

“Great question,” says Mrs. Thompson. “Only two percent of our DNA contains instructions, or coding, that are used to create proteins in our cells. The rest is known as junk DNA. It refers to the regions of DNA that are unimportant. Noncoding.” She clicks to the next slide. “As I was saying—”

“Sorry, I don’t understand.” What the fuck? Dusty asks herself as her flush deepens. She’s never spoken up this much. She normally just googles her questions after class.

Mrs. Thompson waits for Dusty to continue.

“I mean… what do you mean by junk?” She doesn’t know why it’s bothering her so much.

“I don’t know about you,” JD says, “but my junk’s pretty important to me.”

Chuckles resound around the room and JD smirks contentedly.

Mrs. Thompson sighs. “Thank you, Jake.” She turns back to Dusty. “A hangover of evolution?” she offers. “Take the appendix. Or wisdom teeth. We don’t need those anymore.”

Dusty nods slowly and Mrs. Thompson turns to continue her lesson, clicking to the next slide.

“Mrs. Thompson?” a voice says from the back row. It’s gravelly, like it’s the first time he’s spoken all day.

Their teacher looks up, surprise registering on her face. “Yes, Will?”

Dusty doesn’t bother to turn around, even though half the class does.

“I don’t mean to interrupt,” he says, his voice smoother. “But I think researchers are starting to explore the fact that junk DNA might… not be junk.” Now everyone in the room is looking at him, including Dusty, who notices how empty his desk is. No laptop, no notebook, just his phone. She wonders why Mrs. Thompson hasn’t said anything about it, or if it’s always like that. She vaguely remembers hearing that he transferred here a few months ago, but that’s all she knows about him.

His tall, lean figure shifts in his chair. He glances at Dusty, dark eyes shadowed by the almost-black hair that falls messily over his forehead. He rakes it back before he continues. “Something about it actually controlling genes and how they express themselves.”

“Thank you, Will, I’ll look into that,” Mrs. Thompson says, smiling softly. “May I continue with my lesson now?”

Will gives a subtle nod, and everyone turns back to their screens.

Dusty glances back at him one more time, just catching his eyes on her before he leans back in his chair and looks out the window.

For the rest of the class, she can’t shake the awareness of him in her periphery.



“Babe, wait up!” Mali calls, catching up to Dusty as she makes her way into the hall after class. “You alright?” she asks, looking at Dusty’s hands. They’re gripping the straps of her backpack too tightly.

“Sorry, yeah. Just one of those mornings.”

“Car all good now?”

“Huh?”

“You had car trouble…”

“Oh, yeah. All good.” Dusty glances at Mali, who’s still studying her like she knows something’s up. Dusty slows to a stop, meeting Mali’s gaze. “Really,” she says, raising her eyebrows. They remain in a standoff until Dusty finally cracks a smile. It’s impossible not to soften around her best friend.

“This weekend, you’re coming out for once, okay?” Mali says, grabbing Dusty’s shoulders and shaking them playfully. “It’s time you let go a little. Maybe you’ll even give in to your crush.”

“What crush?” Dusty asks, defensive.

After he’d spoken and looked at her for a breath too long, Will had distracted Dusty. She doesn’t know why. She doesn’t even think she’s heard him speak before. But something about him had gnawed at her, his presence hard to shake. At least it had kept her mind away from the fact that something more than a little strange happened in the forest this morning.

But whatever it was that had made her so aware of him, it’s definitely not a crush.

“I’ve seen you looking. Don’t pretend you don’t.”

Dusty’s confused. “I… I don’t—”

“Wanna take a ride on the back of my BMX?” Mali says in a deep voice. She flicks her long, dark-brown twist braids off her shoulder and bats her almond-shaped eyes that pop against her dark skin.

Dusty blinks.

Eli. Mali’s talking about Eli.

“What?” Mali baits. “You don’t like my sexy, cool voice?” Then, in her normal voice, “I bet he smells good after going hard on all those dirty jumps.”

“I don’t know when you decided that I’m obsessed with Eli, because I’m obviously not, so drop it already.”

“Mmhmm, sure.” Mali nods, her mouth twisting to cover her smile.

Dusty rolls her eyes, also trying not to smile. “You’re just desperate for me to have a crush on anyone. Isn’t Eli a bit obvious?”

“Please,” Mali says. “If I were into dudes, he’d be my number one pick. For sure. Anyway, I just wanna see you have some fun. And it would be convenient, living so close to him and all… There’s going to be a bonfire on Sat—”

“I don’t need a guy to have fun,” Dusty cuts in. “I have plenty of fun on my own.”

They look at each other with raised eyebrows before bursting into laughter.

But as they keep walking, Dusty tries not to think about the truth—that the idea of intimacy, even with herself, is something she chooses to ignore. It would put her at risk of feeling, which she strongly dislikes, because for Dusty, feeling anything, emotionally or physically, is like standing on the edge of a cliff looking down. The anticipation of falling hums through her with a wince, making her stomach flip and her muscles seize. So she tries to step outside of herself, dissociate, as if she’s an impartial observer.

Books are the only exception. When she’s lost in a story, the love and romance of it can completely sweep her away. She feels it all—the tug at her heart, the bubbles popping deep in her stomach, the soft melting down her spine. But when she puts the book down and her perspective shifts out of a character’s and back into her own, all she can bear is numbness.

As an extra precaution, she has her notebook. A place to lay down any residual emotions, transforming them into something clean and simple. Secrets expressed through a code of her own. She let Mali flick through the pages once, but even her best friend couldn’t decipher any meaning.

“Seriously, girl,” Mali continues. “You know it’s not healthy to be cooped up at home every weekend. You’re seventeen!”

“Parties are your fun, not mine.”

“Fine. But that doesn’t mean you won’t regret never coming to any when you’re old and gray. Or at least finding someone to pine over!”

Dusty rolls her eyes, not saying out loud that pining over someone is her worst nightmare.



Dusty looks down at the tray she’s just been handed. Neatly separated into sections is a burger with cheese, a pink iced donut, one broccoli floret and a carton of milk. It’s a surprisingly colorful offering compared to what they’re normally served, and Dusty realizes she’s starving.

At her usual table, Mali, Amber and JD are already sitting down. It’s been pretty much the same group since elementary school. Mali had sat down next to Dusty on their first day, proclaiming that Dusty’s hair was a mess and that she’d be happy to do it for her. By the end of lunch, Dusty wore two neat braids complete with beaded ties that Mali had taken out of her own hair. Amber lives around the corner from Mali, always has, so she came with the territory. JD had joined the group in the sixth grade, when he’d moved to White Mountain from the city and met Dusty on the bus. They’d barely spoken, but when he’d sat down at their table later that day, and every day after, that was that.

But even after so many years, Dusty has never felt particularly close with Amber or JD. Not in that effortless way that Mali is with them. Last year Dusty heard Amber ask Mali why Dusty bothers sitting with them at all. Dusty hadn’t been offended, despite Amber’s slightly bitter tone, because the reality is that Dusty has to resist the urge to find somewhere quiet to read or draw almost every day. But as someone who spends so much time alone at home, there’s a part of her that’s afraid that if she doesn’t force herself to be around people, she might fade away completely. That she might disappear into her thoughts, lost in the murky darkness until she no longer exists at all.

As she sits down at the table, they’re in a heated discussion about a true crime show that came out on Netflix last night.

“It’s so obvious she did it,” JD groans, one AirPod blaring something electronic into his ear.

“As if!” Amber exclaims. Her thick, almost-black loose curls framing an expressive, olive-skinned face, clearly outraged. “In what world is the woman the killer?! It’s always a dude.”

JD feigns offense. “Excuse me, not all dudes are villains.”

“I’m with Amber on this one.” Mali laughs. “Statistically, it’s got to be the boyfriend.”

“Nah, women are just sneakier,” JD says, shaking his head. “They can get away with more.”

“Right, like you know anything about women,” Amber deadpans.

Dusty is looking down at Amber’s tray of food. Untouched. It’s not the first time she’s noticed this. When she looks up, her eyes meet Amber’s. Amber smiles, but there’s an iciness to it. Mali once said that she thinks Amber’s prickly edge toward Dusty stems from the fact that they’re both straight A students. Dusty doesn’t know if it’s competitiveness or resentment, but she does her best to not overstep with Amber.

“Babe?” Mali says to Dusty, apparently for the second time. “Are you coming to the bonfire on Saturday?”

“What bonfire?”

JD and Amber laugh.

“At Matt Miller’s place—” Mali starts to say.

“He and Eli built a track there last summer,” JD offers, chewing on his burger.

Amber huffs a laugh. “You say that like you’ve been out there to hang with them.”

JD’s expression turns sour. “Don’t worry, I’m well aware that I’m only invited because they want you girls there.”

As JD picks at the icing of his donut, Dusty remembers that Eli, Matt and their friends gave JD a hard time in the past. In their defense, when JD had first arrived in Black River his bragging about New York City had been pretty incessant. Other kids would pepper him with questions, and it was clear he loved the attention, but when he started complaining about how boring it was here in comparison, Eli and his friends reveled in taking him down with a harsh comment or two.

“Maybe you can play some of your music?” Amber offers JD, her tone more gentle this time. “I heard there’ll be some insane speakers or something…”

JD’s face lights up like Amber has just given him the world.

“So you’ll come?” Mali says to Dusty.

The group look at Dusty expectantly, as if she’s supposed to be thrilled by the idea.

“Yeah, I might,” she finally says.

Mali isn’t convinced. “It’ll be fun…” JD and Amber start talking and Mali adds more quietly, “I know it’s not your thing, but if there’s one party to come to this year, it’s this one. Let’s make some memories? For me?” she pleads.

Dusty glances over at the table where Eli, Matt and their friends are laughing and talking. They’re all angled slightly toward Eli, as if he’s their center of gravity. He reaches over and swipes a donut from his friend Jesse’s tray, taking a huge bite as he grins at Jesse, his eyes sparkling with mischief. Jesse throws a piece of broccoli at Eli’s cheek and they all laugh even louder.

Dusty sighs and leans close to Mali, not wanting to disappoint her. “Fine. I’ll come.”

Mali raises an eyebrow.

“I promise,” Dusty adds.

What’s the worst that could happen?



After school, Dusty and Opi agree not to tell their dad, Chris, about getting lost—which is what they’ve convinced themselves happened that morning. Not only would he be disappointed that they’d been careless, he’d feel guilty that he wasn’t out there with them.

Chris is an environmental conservation officer. It’s his job to protect the local environment from illegal activity, lead search and rescue operations and enforce laws around hunting and fishing. The work takes him far and wide, so he clocks a lot of overtime, even on holidays and weekends. But today he gets home at five, carrying groceries under one arm and a cooler in the other. Dusty is tidying the kitchen when he walks in.

“Hey, sweetheart.” His smile is tender but it’s clear he’s tired.

His standard-issue dark green uniform hangs from his wiry frame, anchored by black boots and a black firearm holster around his waist. His hair is dark like Dusty’s, but flecked with silver, and his eyes are brown and kind. Just like Opi’s. He doesn’t smile as much as he used to, but when he does it lights up a room.

“Fresh trout,” he says, unloading the cooler and groceries on the counter.

“Fishing on the job?” Dusty asks as she peeks in at the speckled scales.

“When in Rome. Just gonna shower then I’ll get dinner going. Meanwhile, you prep the fish?”

“Do I have to?”

“You do if you don’t want to eat guts for dinner.” He smiles one of his brighter smiles, and there it is, making Dusty’s heart swell. She quickly breaks eye contact and looks down at his boots.

“Opi will kill you if she sees you wearing those inside,” she says.

He turns to head back to the entranceway. “One day. I’ll remember one day.”

By the time he’s ready to cook, the fish has been perfectly cleaned and gutted and Dusty is on the sofa that faces into the kitchen, reading a thick, new fantasy novel. Her feet are propped up on the coffee table and she’s doing a decent job of ignoring the empty shelves behind her. The ones that hold too many echoes of the past.

She looks up at her dad as he begins to cook. It still amazes her how confident he is in there now. Until Dusty was eight, her grandparents, Chris’s parents, had lived here too. The kitchen had been her grandmother’s domain, her grandfather’s the vegetable garden outside. They’d died close together, one after the other, but as always, Dusty tries not to think about that. After they were gone, Dusty’s mom, Sarah, did the majority of the cooking, then for the past five years Chris has stepped up. He didn’t have a choice.

Opi was the one to resurrect the garden when her dad had given her some seeds for her twelfth birthday. Before that, it had been left untouched.

Dusty’s phone pings.


Mali

In the spirit of making memories… come to the diner tonight?




Dusty

What’s with everyone wanting to do stuff on a Tuesday?




Mali

Pleaseeee [image: Emoji: Folded hands.]

It’ll just be me and Amber

Maybe JD



So everyone, Dusty smiles to herself.


Dusty

Can’t, Dad’s already cooking




Mali

So come for dessert [image: Emoji: Soft ice cream.]



“Who’s that?” Opi asks, leaning over the back of the sofa, peering at Dusty’s screen.

“None of your business.”

“Touchy!”

“It’s Mali. She wants to hang out.”

“Tonight?”

“Yep. I told her no.”

“You should go,” Opi says, her eyes suddenly full of concern.

“Don’t look at me like I’m an invalid.”

“I’m not! I’m looking at you like it might not be such a bad thing to have some fun.”

“Have you been talking to Mali?”

“Maybe.” Opi grins, then heads into the kitchen.

Dusty rolls her eyes and tosses her phone to the other end of the sofa before following her sister.

They set the table together, one of the daily rituals Dusty had assigned them in the wake of their mother’s absence—conscious of making life a little easier for their dad.

Opi disappears outside for a minute, returning with a small posey of chamomile flowers that she puts in a vase at the center of the table.

“Dig in,” Chris says, placing a large oval dish down. The trout is covered in fresh herbs and slices of lemon, and there’s a salad of leafy greens, cucumbers, and sweet onions, all from Opi’s garden.

Up close, under the low-hanging light of their dining room, Dusty notices the deepening lines and wrinkles on her dad’s face. It reminds her how much time has passed without her mom, and she wonders if he’ll ever be ready to meet someone, or if he prefers to be on his own now, just like her.

“So, how was your day?” he asks.

Opi opens her mouth to answer but Dusty cuts in. “Good,” she says, a little too loudly. “We found a ton of morel mushrooms this morning.”

“I wondered where those came from. Where’d you find them?”

“Down the mountain a little,” Dusty says, nonchalant.

“We went out before school. It was my idea,” Opi explains. “I was worried they’d be gone by the weekend.”

Chris nods, thoughtful. “Be careful out there, okay? And I don’t want you going out on your own, Op. Take Dusty, or me, or Theo.”

Dusty and Opi look at each other, surprised by their dad’s words. He’s never had a problem with them going out into the forest before. If anything, he’s been trying to encourage Dusty to do more of it for years.

“Why?” Dusty asks.

He shakes his head. “No reason.”

“I’ll cook them for breakfast tomorrow,” Opi adds, trying to lighten the mood again.

“Can’t wait,” he says, relaxing.

They finish their dinner without another word. Long silences have become normal between the three of them. Dusty appreciates a comfortable silence, but with their dad, it feels like there’s a giant elephant standing next to them, terrified of being seen.

When the dishes are done, Opi begins prepping some sort of herbal infusion and their dad makes his way to the TV to watch Alone. Dusty grabs her phone and book and finally retreats upstairs.

Her mind is already wandering into the story when she reaches the landing. The hallway is completely dark. She reaches for the wall, her fingers skimming the cool surface in search of the switch, when a bright light flashes in the corner of her eye.

By the time she turns to look, everything is dark again, but she’s certain it came through the open doorway of what used to be her grandfather’s study.

She swallows, waiting as the uneasiness she’d felt that morning in the forest makes its way inside her home. But the hall remains dark.

With a sharp intake of breath, she flicks on the light. Everything is as it should be.

Still, she makes her way across the Persian rug, her heart beating faster than she’d like. Standing in the doorway, she glances around the study, still full of her grandfather’s belongings. She makes her way past a large desk backed by bookshelves full of leather and cloth-bound hardcovers, then around the worn-in leather armchair until she reaches the window.

Peering outside, Dusty is again face-to-face with darkness. The window faces north, the direction of the summit. As her eyes adjust, she traces the almost-black mountain until she can just make out the peak above, surrounded by sparkling stars.

With no houses above theirs on this side of the mountain, there aren’t any street lights that way. So where did the light come from? she wonders.

She’s already questioning if she’d imagined it.





3 Flowers Need Bees

A shrieking sound wakes Dusty from a deep sleep. The incessant noise sends her into an instant panic as she rummages around for her phone. There’s a clunk on the floor and she lunges out of bed to turn off the alarm.

Cool air pricks her bare legs, which feel unusually warm. It takes a few minutes for her brain to switch on and realize that it’s Wednesday morning.

Her book is on the floor beside her phone, half of its pages crumpled and creased.

Last night, after closing the door to her grandfather’s study, she’d showered then gotten straight into bed to read. She doesn’t remember how long it was before she’d fallen asleep.

After smoothing the book out she makes her bed as a dull headache mingles with her usual apprehension to go to school. She gets dressed in jeans and a loose white t-shirt, then shuffles to the bathroom to splash her face with cold water. With the tap still running, she glances into the wood-framed mirror above the sink and does a double take. She looks just like her mother, apart from her hair. Her mother’s had been lighter, like Opi’s.

Inspecting herself more closely, she notices that the whites of her eyes are slightly bloodshot, and the skin underneath is darkened by a faint, purplish hue. Her cheeks are devoid of color.

It must have been a late one, she thinks.

For a second she considers digging around for the concealer she bought before Mali’s birthday dinner months ago, but she can’t be bothered. Instead, she pinches her cheeks to bring some life back to the surface. Her hair is in a tangle and as she combs her fingers through it she notices a dry leaf caught in a knot. She plucks the leaf out, baffled, then wonders if it was from yesterday when they’d gotten lost.

Her headache swells, cutting into her thoughts. She pulls her hair into a messy bun and secures it with a black scrunchie. Ready(ish) to face the day.

In the kitchen, Opi stands over the well-worn chopping board that’s covered in a mound of cut-up apples, celery, parsley, ginger and lemons.

“Juice?” Opi offers brightly as she registers her sister.

“No, thanks.”

“What’s left of the mushrooms are on the stove. I had to stop Dad from finishing them.”

“Thanks,” Dusty manages. “I’m not that hungry.” She drops into a chair and burrows her head into the crook of her elbow on the table.

“How was the diner?” Opi asks.

“Huh?” Dusty mumbles into her arm.

“The diner. With Mali. Last night?”

Dusty furrows her eyebrows, confused.

“I went into your room around midnight. You weren’t in your bed… or the bathroom.”

Dusty blinks. “What do you mean?”

Opi pushes a celery stalk into the noisy juicer, raising her voice to reply. “Don’t worry, I won’t tell Dad! I was feeling weird after yesterday but went back to bed and watched The Buccaneers until I fell asleep. What time did you get home?”

Dusty shakes her head, yelling over the loud juicer, “I didn’t go anywhere! I went straight to bed!”

The juicer goes silent.

Lowering her voice, Dusty adds, “I showered right after dinner, read, then went to sleep…” Her voice trails off.

Opi turns and sees Dusty’s face properly for the first time. “You look exhausted!” she says, trying not to grimace. “Maybe you were sleepwalking? I didn’t check downstairs.”

Dusty is thoughtful, fighting off the subtle dread that’s scraping under her skin even more than usual.

“Sorry, I should have—”

“You’re right,” Dusty cuts in. “Sleepwalking. I must have been sleepwalking.” She huffs a half-hearted laugh. “Thought I’d grown out of it.” But as she begins to refold a cloth napkin that was left on the table, a shiver crawls up her spine at the idea of having no control over her body or her consciousness. She’d gone through a stage of sleepwalking a few years ago. Her dad told her later that he’d often find her standing at the front door like she was about to leave or she was waiting for someone. He said he’d locked her bedroom door for a while to keep her safe but stopped because Opi always wanted to climb into bed with her sister.

Eventually, the sleepwalking happened less and less, until it stopped entirely.

Until now, apparently.

Dusty remembers the leaf in her hair and her stomach drops as she pictures herself wandering outside in the dark, on her own and unaware.

Realizing she can’t possibly fold the napkin any neater, she puts it down and rubs her aching eyes, pushing all feeling away, and looks up at her sister reassuringly. “Lucky I didn’t break any eggs this time.”

The sisters laugh at the memory. Their dad had shown them the mess the next morning and they’d howled with laughter at the thought of Dusty trying to cook in her sleep. They’d found tiny pieces of eggshell around the kitchen for weeks. It somehow made all the other nights seem less frightening.

When it’s time to leave for school, Dusty sits on a wooden bench at the front door and starts to pull on her socks. She stops, noticing that the soles of her bare feet are caked with dirt. There are small leaves and blades of grass stuck in between her toes.

She stares.

“Let’s go!” Opi trills as she breezes out the door. Her voice feels like knives piercing the crown of Dusty’s head, then as if to torture her further, her phone pings loudly.

It’s a message.


JD

Power’s out. My car’s stuck in the garage. Can I get a ride?



Dusty sighs, struggling to summon energy for the day ahead. She brushes off her feet, slides into her socks and sneakers and trudges outside.



Squinting through the changing light, Dusty has to use every bit of brainpower to concentrate. There are thirty-two houses spread out along White Mountain Road, which wraps its way around the slopes like lights upon a Christmas tree. From what you can glimpse through the varying fences, gates and trees, every one is different. Big, small, old and new, each house is separated by forest so dense you could easily forget you have neighbors until you come or go. Most are set back from the road, with long driveways winding up or down.

The Silver house is the oldest on the mountain. Her great-great-grandparents settled here to oversee a nearby logging operation, and they were the ones to clear the road up to their house. It was no more than a trail wide enough for horse and carriage then.

In contrast, JD’s house is the newest. Dusty remembers when it was built, when she was in the sixth grade. They’d knocked down an old wooden hunter’s shack and brought in cranes and equipment that dwarfed the giant trees surrounding it. She still hasn’t been inside—none of their friends have.

The first time Dusty met JD she’d been waiting at the bus stop at the bottom of the mountain, wiping away tears. Her mom had been gone for two weeks and it was Dusty’s first day going back to school. She’d insisted on getting the bus so her dad could focus on Opi, who wouldn’t leave his side.

Through her tear-blurred vision, she hadn’t noticed the boy who had appeared until he was standing right beside her. He had spiked-up brown hair and was wearing a bright blue SpongeBob t-shirt, and instead of ignoring her, he’d told a terrible knock-knock joke that somehow managed to make her laugh.

Later, when he’d waltzed over and sat down at their table at lunch, he’d ignored the surprise on Mali and Amber’s faces and started chatting away like they were all old friends. He never said a word about Dusty crying, and she’d been grateful for it. It helped maintain the wall she was building around herself—the one that’s now a fortress that only Mali and Opi are able to climb over, sometimes.

Now, even though Dusty still has a soft spot for JD, she feels like all she really knows about him is that he’s obsessed with music and that he has a knack for rubbing people up the wrong way.

As Dusty and Opi pull onto the smooth stone driveway, JD is waiting in front of a tall gate that’s armed with security cameras and a high-tech intercom. Dusty tries to catch a glimpse of the house beyond as JD pulls out his headphones and shuffles to the car, but it’s far back, out of sight. Given the security, she supposes it’s filled with all the expensive things they brought with them from the city.

JD is wearing a yellow Pikachu t-shirt with thick, black canvas cargo pants, pink socks and green Crocs. His peroxided hair is stuffed into a black beanie that sits high on his head.

“Morning!” Opi says cheerily, turning to smile at JD as he climbs into the back seat.

Dusty watches in the rear-view mirror as he awkwardly nods at Opi then quickly looks away. Opi turns back to the front, glancing at Dusty.

“So your power’s out?” Dusty asks, beginning to reverse back onto the road.

“Yeah. Woke up this morning and everything was off. Couldn’t even get the generator working. Dad was so pissed.”

Heading down the road, Dusty begins to feel slightly nauseous. She grips the wheel tight, trying to focus. “What does your dad do again?”

“A bunch of stuff. Consulting, I guess.”

“You guys used to live in Manhattan, right?” Opi asks.

“Yup.”

“Do you miss it?”

“Nope.”

Dusty’s surprised to hear this, given how often he used to talk about his life in the city.

“What about you guys?” he asks, changing the subject. “Was your power out too?”

“No,” Opi says. “Our place was fine.”

“Great. Now Dad will definitely blame me.”

“Why?” Opi asks, concerned.

“I set up all this new equipment last night… music production stuff… it’s stupid.”

Dusty glances up at the mirror. JD is biting his lip, frowning. She’s noticed that he’s often like this in a smaller group. Quiet. Awkward. But given an audience like a room full of students, he’s loud and confident, sometimes to the point of being obnoxious.

“That doesn’t sound stupid,” Opi offers.

“Yeah, that’s cool you want to do that,” Dusty adds.

JD shrugs, making it clear he doesn’t want to talk about it, and they settle into silence as they fly along the road into town.

There are only a dozen or so cars in the parking lot when they arrive at school, and Dusty glances at the time on the dashboard. They’re a little early.

“I’ve gotta pee,” JD says as he opens the door. “Thanks for the ride. See you in homeroom.”

He’s gone before Dusty can reply.

Theo, Opi’s best friend, is waiting at the main entrance, so Dusty tells her sister to go ahead without her too.

Sitting alone in the car, Dusty turns up the air conditioning to cool down. She feels flustered, her head still throbbing. She scrunches her eyes closed and is hit by a flash of a feeling. It’s a sensation she can’t grasp, like when you wake from a dream that you can’t remember, but you know it’s still there, tucked somewhere out of reach.

There’s a loud tap on the window.

Dusty jumps.

Mali’s face is pressed close to the glass, her hands cupped around her eyes. “ ’Sup, cutie?” she smiles, her voice dulled by the glass.

“Sorry I didn’t come last night,” Dusty says as she gets out and they begin to make their way inside.

Mali waves a hand. “I didn’t actually think you would,” she says, then bumps her shoulder into Dusty’s.

The thud is unexpectedly hard. Dusty winces.

“Are you okay?” Mali asks, studying her friend. “No offense, but you look—”

“Like crap?” Dusty asks, squinting at the fluorescent lights as they enter the building. She stumbles, light-headed.

Mali holds her by the arm, concerned.

“I’m fine. I think I… I didn’t sleep well last night. And I haven’t eaten yet.”

“Here.” Mali rummages around in her backpack. She pulls out an apple and hands it to her friend.

Dusty looks down at the piece of fruit, her stomach churning. “Thanks. I’ll have it when we sit down.”

They reach their homeroom and Dusty slumps into her usual chair, rubbing her forehead and eyes with her fingers.

JD is already seated, headphones blaring as he taps the desk in time with the tinny, electronic beat. The sound grates on Dusty like Velcro being ripped apart, over and over.

Amber comes in and sits down beside JD. She opens her backpack and pulls out her laptop, a little flustered.

“I thought you said you finished your history paper,” Mali says, leaning forward to look at Amber’s screen.

“I did. But then I woke up in the night worried it wasn
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