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CHAPTER ONE


Viv


VIV DIDN’T NOTICE ANYTHING UNUSUAL ABOUT THE TREE stand. Not at first.


The wind blew an early November chill through her body, and she wished for a moment she’d brought a jacket. She hadn’t planned on staying up in the stand so long.


Sighing, she pushed herself up from the knotted pine floorboards and rubbed the goosebumps beneath the sleeves of her Twisted Pines High School sweatshirt. The chill was nothing, really. All those motionless hours spent here with Aunt Elle every winter had lessened her skin’s sensitivity to anything but the roughest cold. Still, this was the first icy wind of the season, and the first one, as Elle had always reminded her, bit the deepest.


Viv’s eyes flicked to the bench on the left side of the stand, half expecting to find Elle in her usual spot, but there was only a leaf. The wind swelled, and the leaf skidded across the empty bench before sliding back down to the browning earth. 


“Enough,” Viv told herself. For the first time since arriving some hours before, she grabbed her compound bow from where it leaned in the corner and nocked an arrow. Although deer season was in full swing and she supplied several families’ venison stores, she hadn’t come to the forest to hunt. Today, as she’d done so often for the past several months, she’d come only for Elle. Even so, she should at least practice.


Viv pulled an arrow back, letting the tip of her nose brush the bowstring as she sighted.


Let your body steady.


Slowly, she moved her index finger to the trigger, eyes locked on the poplar tree thirty yards away.


Trust yourself.


She heard the words so plainly in her mind—it was almost like Elle was there beside her again.


Viv pulled the trigger. There was a soft whoosh, and then the arrow was buried in the target, probably four inches deep in the center. Viv smiled.


She hadn’t thought it would feel this way, that first time she had visited the stand after the funeral three months ago. She’d thought the space would seem vacant. And it did, in the obvious way, but it also felt the opposite. Elle’s steadiness lingered, her energy as tangible in the stand as the boards and nails.


It had shocked Viv at first—the energy—because she thought she’d rid herself of that ability long ago. But somehow Elle had disarmed her, and since it was Elle, Viv didn’t mind as much.


Once Viv discovered Elle’s energy, the realness of it and the comforting way it wrapped around her shoulders like a hug, she’d started visiting the stand regularly. Not to hunt—the season hadn’t started when she’d first come back here. She went solely to feel better. To feel that she was okay, just as she was. She nocked a second arrow. These days, she needed that feeling more than she cared to admit.


A familiar bark came from below. Viv lowered her bow and peered over the side of the stand. “Hey, Snick.”


The small terrier mutt didn’t wag his tail in his usual, playful greeting. Instead, he yapped again. A sharp, insistent sound.


Viv frowned. “A few more minutes, okay? Then we’ll go. Promise.”


The dog growled. Viv had never seen him act this way, and if she’d had hackles, they’d have raised as high as Snick’s.


Later, Viv would wonder how her body had known, because instinct was the only thing that explained her next split-second moves: tossing her cherished $600 bow to the ground and diving for the wooden rungs hammered into the trunk just as a series of small pops punctured the air. At the sounds, Viv didn’t even think; she leapt the remaining eight feet to the muddy ground. Something groaned, then cracked, like ice breaking, and it took Viv a second to understand that the sounds came from the tree. Snick stood several yards away, barking furiously.


Viv only made it a few steps before the air split with a THWACK. She looked back to see the massive tree dip sideways, groaning hideously. The ground shifted and opened, swallowing a good three feet of the trunk and surrounding earth like something out of a horror movie.


The stand’s planks arched and shattered. Shards of wood snapped and crashed against the earth.


“No.” The sound barely escaped her lips before she sensed it, the hollowness echoing inside her bones: Elle’s energy was gone. 
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CHAPTER TWO


Dex


DEX HELD OPEN THE FLIMSY SCREEN DOOR WITH HIS Converse knockoffs, balancing the two cardboard boxes he carried against his chest.


“Believe that’s it,” his mom said, passing through the doorway with the final load from the Chevy. 


Dex set the boxes onto the dusty futon and tried not to focus on the fact that all their belongings fit into six cardboard boxes and an egg crate. It was better that way, Mom assured him. Moves were easy when everything fit into your vehicle. At least they had a vehicle.


“Well,” Mom said, glancing around the place. “It’s not the Ritz, is it?”


Dex put on his best smile. “It’s great.”


And it was, despite not being exactly what he’d call a “hunting cabin.” As far as Dex could tell, the house was little more than a trailer with a porch and a small addition in the back surrounded by dense forest. Still, he hadn’t seen a single cockroach, so it was already a huge step up from the crumbling Pittsburgh apartments he’d lived in for most of his life. The place didn’t even smell like mildew.


“Can you believe we get Wi-Fi out here in the boonies?” Mom said. “Owner said it’s a little slow, but it works.”


Her normal expression of fierceness softened as she winked. It was weird to think she intimidated most everyone she met. Okay, maybe not so weird given that her shoulders were almost twice as thick as Dex’s, even if he was taller—finally—than she was. He frowned, remembering what a former classmate had called her: the butch battleship. Then he remembered what happened when he’d tried to fight that same classmate.


“You okay?” Mom asked.


Dex coughed, annoyed he’d let his emotions play out on his face. “Yeah, I’m good. Awesome about the Wi-Fi.”


“The first time we can actually afford it too,” Mom said.


Dex rubbed his arms, more from habit than anything, although there was a definite bite in the air.


“Space heater’s in the corner,” Mom said, pointing to a small black box. “Go on and plug it in.” Dex wasn’t actually that cold; they’d had to pull a few non-heat nights to save on the energy bill back in Pittsburgh. But he was glad to have something to do.


“The owner said we could make a few updates,” Mom said as he turned on the heat, “long as we check in with him first.” She patted the wood siding that covered the walls floor to ceiling. “You know I love a good fixer-upper.”


Dex was all too familiar with her love of fixing. Mom’s two deployments in Afghanistan had made her quite adept at turning any resource she had available into whatever she needed to get by. Unfortunately, her penchant for fixing didn’t stop at inanimate objects. Her wholehearted belief that she could make something better by sheer force of will was the only explanation Dex could think of as to why she’d ever taken an interest in his father.


“This thing might be on its last legs,” he said. He’d cranked the space heater to the highest level, but the air that shot out was pitiful.


“I was thinking,” Mom said as if she hadn’t heard him, “maybe after my first couple paychecks, we could get you a real desk.”


Dex stood. “I have a desk.”


“Not that makeshift one. A real one, from a store. With drawers and maybe even a couple built-in shelves. You’re college-bound, after all.”


She sounded so hopeful that Dex couldn’t help but hug her. He knew seventeen-year-old boys didn’t often hug their moms voluntarily, at least none of the kids he’d ever known. But, as his father had loved to point out, Dex wasn’t much like other boys his age. Normal boys.


He pulled back. “I’ve been thinking,” he blurted, before he lost his nerve, “about how to pay for everything. There was a recruiter at school a few weeks ago, for the Army—”


“No.”


“Mom, they pay for everything.”


“We’ve been over this.” She turned away, her head shaking in tight, tiny movements. “I thought you understood.”


“We can’t take on any more debt,” he said quietly. “If I didn’t have to pay—”


“Oh, you’d pay.” She whirled around. “I know they make it sound all glamorous and honorable, and it is honorable.” She took a breath, steadying herself. “But you’d pay for school with at least four years of your life, maybe more, and the world is unstable, and they will ask you to do things, they will require you to do things…” Her voice trailed away and she blinked, rubbing her forehead.


“Dex.” Her eyes softened. “You are not a fighter.”


Shame burned through him, mostly because he knew she was right. But that didn’t mean he couldn’t become one. That he didn’t want to become one.


She stepped closer. “I took that path,” she said. “And it is a fine path for some, but you must trust me. It is not the path for you.”


Somehow, even looking down at her, he felt like the smaller one.


“I have a good job now,” Mom said. “Finally. And there are loans. Scholarships. We’ll make it work somehow. I am the parent here. I take care of you, not the other way around.” She rubbed his cheek.


Dex moved away. She had the best intentions. She really believed they could make it work. But Dex loved numbers, and he’d played with them a lot. He’d taken Econ last semester and listened to enough economics podcasts that he understood the vicious cycle forced onto the poor and lower middle classes. His mom’s new pipeline income, bolstered by his dad’s occasional child support, put them just above the line below which he could get substantial financial aid. He needed to help Mom pay off her debt before he took on any more.


Dex stared at the ’70s-era wood-paneled wall, empty except for a framed, glued-together jigsaw puzzle of a buck with massive antlers. God, he hated living like this, paycheck to paycheck. Just a few more years, he told himself. Nowadays, his old Econ teacher had said, it was a big deal to class jump. But Dex would do it, and he’d pull his mom with him if it was the last thing he did.


Mom stepped close again. “I know we haven’t had the best luck. But this job is gonna change things, okay? This year will be different.”


For that one moment, Dex let himself believe it might be true.
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CHAPTER THREE


Viv


VIV SAT CROSS-LEGGED ON THE EDGE OF THE CLIFF, HUGGING Snick’s warm body against her chest as he licked her cheek. She hadn’t been able to go home, not with her hands still shaking and her mind surging as it was, constantly failing to make sense of what had happened in the hollow. Instead, she’d hiked to the highest point on their property, letting endorphins burn away her terror and slowly bring her back to herself. At least, that was what she hoped would happen.


“It’s okay, Snick,” she told the dog, though he seemed to be handling things much better than she was. “It’s gonna be okay.” Even as she said the words, she felt it again, the tug in her gut as the tree collapsed, and then the deep, horrible lack of what had been. 


Snick nuzzled her reassuringly, but Viv’s breathing remained thin and uneven. Maybe she was losing it. Maybe she’d never sensed Elle at all, and she’d imagined everything because she’d needed to, and—


“No,” she said aloud, unable to make herself believe the lie. Not about this.


Viv wasn’t sure when she’d started noticing things that other people couldn’t feel. Surges of heat and pressure alerting her to subtle shifts in mood had always been part of how she experienced the world, as much a part of her as breathing. It wasn’t until sixth grade—when she casually commented to her best friend Maeve about the intense pressure coming from a classmate right before said classmate burst into tears—that Viv realized something was off.


“What are you talking about?” Maeve had said, scrunching her face so much that the freckles dotting her brown cheeks rose to just under her eyes. “What pressure?”


“You know,” Viv had said, “all that heat she was giving off. The pressure.” She made a gesture like something was blowing into her face.


Maeve said, “You’re freaking me out.”


Maeve’s anxiety was tangible, blooming around them. A gentle pulse of fear thudded beneath it.


“Kidding,” Viv had said. “I just meant her face was all mushed up, so I could tell she was gonna cry. That’s all.”


Maeve relaxed then, and Viv vowed not to feel anything like that ever again, because there was clearly something wrong with her, something to be feared. Slowly, she taught herself how to turn down the sensations until one day, finally, she stopped feeling anything at all.


Viv didn’t speak of it again until four years later, when Elle found her crying in the tree stand and started wafting air toward her.


“What are you doing?” Viv had asked, wiping her snotty nose on her sleeve.


Elle scooped her into a hug. “Your energy was scattered everywhere,” she said. “I was giving it back to you.”


Viv had stopped crying then. “What?”


“Never mind.” Elle kissed Viv’s head. “Your dad doesn’t want me talking to you about stuff like that.”


“I want to know,” Viv pressed.


Elle nodded a conspiratorial grin. “And I’ll tell you one day. But not now, not when you’re scattered and sad.” She squeezed Viv’s hand. “What’s happened?”


Viv had told her about the rumors at school. About what the boys were saying. And it had taken over, pushing Elle’s comment to the very back of her mind. Not long after that day, the heart disease had taken Elle, sudden and unexpected, and everything else… everything else just fell away.


Viv hugged Snick closer. She should have demanded that Elle explain what she meant right then. But Viv had been selfish, wrapped up in her own stupid drama.


Viv’s phone buzzed on the rock beside her. Service was sketchy up here, so she hadn’t been sure her texts had gone through, but Maeve answered. 


M: VIV OMMMGGGGGG!!! Are you okay? I’m so sorry I just got this. Was in rehearsal. The tree SUNK??? What the actual??? Should I come out there?


Viv’s breathing slowed as she read the words. Maeve could worry enough for both of them.


V: You don’t need to come. I’m OK.


On the mountain now.


I don’t understand what happened?


And it was only that one spot.


Viv almost hit send, then added one more sentence. 


How am I gonna tell Dad?


Viv stared into the forested valley. It was a barren sight this time of year, a monotone of empty brown branches and mud, save for the few evergreens that provided pops of green. If you didn’t know better, it would be difficult to tell there were worlds of life down there, surviving and thriving beneath the apparent desolation.


M: It wasn’t your fault! he’ll be glad you’re ok.


Even this high, the scent of the pines wrapped around Viv. She breathed it in like a balm.


M: Call me when you’re home?


Viv scooched Snick from her lap and stood. Despite the cold, she felt far more at home on this mountain than inside the walls of her house. But she could hardly say that, even to Maeve. Instead, she sent a thumbs-up emoji, took a last glimpse over the cliff face, and headed back down the mountain.
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CHAPTER FOUR


Dex


DEX JAMMED IN HIS EARBUDS AS SOON AS MOM DROPPED him off at the high school parking lot. Seven months, he reminded himself. Seven months until graduation and college and the start of a way out for him and his mom. Never mind that he still had no clue how to afford any of it. He would find a way.


The walk to the front door was a tangle of students dressed in outfits varying from overalls and paint-stained plaid to pricey-looking tunics and knee-high boots. People were staring—Twisted Pines mustn’t get many transfers. He didn’t make eye contact with a single person.


The inside of the school was as dated as the outside. He found the front office and waited patiently as the secretary printed out his schedule, the man chattering at him the whole time.


“We have excellent sports teams,” the secretary said. “Despite only having about eighty students per grade, we usually compete for at least one or two state titles each year. You look like you might be a soccer player?”


“Um, no.”


“Basketball, then? What are you, six one? Or perhaps track? You do have a runner’s look about you.”


Dex wasn’t even sure what that meant. “I don’t do sports.”


The secretary blinked like he hadn’t considered this possibility. “Oh. Well, we have a lot of other extracurriculars. There’s Debate and Drama, and we’ve got a top-notch agricultural program too.”


In the corner, the printer finally came to life. “Here you are, then,” said the secretary, grabbing the schedule and handing it across the desk. “Welcome to Twisted Pines.”


“Wait.” Dex’s eyes locked on his first class. “There’s a mistake. I’m a senior. It says my first class is sophomore PE.”


Frowning, the man clicked through a series of screens on his computer. “No mistake,” he said. “Your transcripts show you’ve had two health units and one unit of physical education. Graduation requires two PE units.”


Dex’s face tightened, his heart slamming against his chest. “My old school only required one semester.”


The secretary spread his hands. “But you transferred here, and we require two.” He smiled. “It’s not like it’s AP Calculus.”


Dex would have rather taken three AP Calc classes than subject himself to one more minute of PE. He struggled to keep his voice panic-free. “There’s gotta be another option? Another elective I could substitute? Or maybe my old school could send a letter explaining we didn’t need two semesters?”


“I’m sorry, no.”


“But—”


“Look, do you want to graduate or not? Now, to get to the gym—”


“Buenos días, Mr. Stone.” The office door opened, and a boy just a smidge shorter than Dex strode in.


“Oscar!” the secretary said. “Perfect timing. This is Dex Mathews, a transfer. Would you please escort him to the gym for class? It’ll be easier than me trying to explain the way.”


“No prob.” Oscar gave a chin lift to Dex before returning to the secretary. “Ms. Garcia said you have some mail for her?”


“Ah, yes.” Mr. Stone swiveled in his chair and pulled an envelope from one of the boxes that lined the wall behind him. “Here you are.”


“Cool.” Oscar’s bicep flexed beneath his tight T-shirt as he reached for the envelope. He was obviously popular, confidence radiating off him in a way Dex couldn’t fathom.


“Ready, man?” Oscar asked, golden-boy charm dripping even from his voice. Still, the smile he gave Dex seemed warm and genuine, so Dex returned it. Oscar led him out of the office and down an offshoot of the main corridor. “Gym class, huh?” he asked. “So you’re a sophomore?”


“I’m a senior,” Dex mumbled. “Apparently my old school didn’t provide me with enough PE credits to graduate.”


“That suuuucks,” Oscar drew out the word in commiseration. “Hoss is cool, though. He’s the wrestling coach.”


Dex’s body went cold. “He’s not…” He cleared his throat. “He’s not going to have us wrestling?”


“Well, there’ll be other stuff too, but he always spends the most time on wrestling.” Oscar laughed at Dex’s horrified expression. “It’s fun.”


Dex forced himself to breathe, trying not to remember the wrench of his arms pinned behind him, his head cracking against asphalt so hard his vision went black.


“This is it.” Oscar stopped in front of wooden double doors. A rectangular plaque on the wall read Gymnasium. “Good luck, bro.”
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CHAPTER FIVE


Viv


MS. GIANG PACED FROM HER DESK TO THE WINDOW, HER hand absently rubbing her jawline. “And the tree was just… sucked under? Out of the blue?”


Viv nodded. “Here.” She held out her smartphone. “I went back and took some pictures.”


“You need to stay away from there,” Ms. Giang said as she squinted at the screen. “Would you mind emailing those to me? I want to see them larger.”


Viv sent the photos, relieved to be doing something about what happened yesterday, even if it was just telling her biology teacher. Dad had gotten home late from work, and she couldn’t bring herself to tell him, not that they talked much these days anyway. He’d built the tree stand with her mom over a decade ago, before her cancer came and Dad lost an appetite for anything that reminded him that the favorite part of his life was gone forever.


“I’m so sorry you had to go through that,” Ms. Giang said. “It must have been terrifying.”


Viv stared at the tiled floor of the lab, her arms wrapped tightly around her middle. She couldn’t stop seeing the carnage in her mind: the tree stand—her last, most powerful connection to Elle, the only mother figure she really remembered—shattering and tumbling to the ground.


There was probably a word for what she’d felt when the stand collapsed, but terrified wasn’t it.


Ms. Giang sat at her computer. “It sounds like a sinkhole,” she said. “But it would have to be enormous. It reminds me of this video I saw a while back, of a sinkhole in Louisiana.” She typed a few words. “Here, take a look.”


Viv watched the four-minute video, her hands clenching the back of Ms. Giang’s chair.


“Yes,” she said, when a cluster of trees sank into a lake in mere seconds. “It was exactly like that.” She swallowed, forcing herself not to think about what could have happened if she’d still been up the tree. “I don’t understand, though. Do sinkholes just appear like that?”


Ms. Giang’s eyebrows knit together. “Do you live near a fracking site?”


“It’s like a mile away, I think? On another ridge.”


“Do you know if your family sold any rights to the fracking company?”


Viv shook her head. “No. My mom was a huge environmentalist.” She didn’t remember this bit about her mother, but Elle had explained. The pipeline had first come to the county twelve years ago, right before Viv’s mom got sick. They’d started at the farthest, most uninhabited corners of the county, claiming that’s all they’d need to frack. Over the years, though, more and more wells appeared; more and more eighteen-wheelers wore down the two-lane roads; and more and more people began selling mineral rights and sometimes even entire plots of land, the one resource people in Twisted Pines, West Virginia, had in abundance.


Ms. Giang tapped her fingers together.


“You think fracking caused that?” Viv asked.


“There are a number of possibilities.” Ms. Giang pursed her lips like she was afraid to say too much. “That is one of them, yes.”


“But we don’t have a pipeline on our property.”


Before Ms. Giang could respond, the late bell sounded for first block.


“Let me think about this during study block. Meanwhile, do you want to talk to someone?” She scribbled Viv a hall pass. “It might be good to check in with the counselor?”


“I’m fine, thanks.”


Ms. Giang handed over the pass. “Viv, I was serious earlier. It’s very important to stay clear of the area until we know what’s going on. Do you understand?”


Viv didn’t know how to articulate that asking her to avoid the tree stand was like asking her to stay away from her own heart. How memories were fused into that wood, even the splintered pieces. That part of the forest had become her own sacred space, her connection to Elle, the one person who truly understood her.


“Sure.” Viv took the pass and slipped out the door.
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CHAPTER SIX


Dex


EVERY HEAD TURNED AS DEX ENTERED THE GYM. A MAN dressed in sweatpants and a 1997 Toughman Contest T-shirt looked up from the clipboard he held. “Ah,” he said, with a lazy drawl. “You Dexter Mathews?”


Dex dropped his backpack onto the wooden bleachers. “Just Dex.”


The man—Coach Hoss, presumably—jotted a note on his clipboard. Dex could tell he’d once had an intimidating physique, though middle age had softened him a bit. A few kids nodded when Dex joined them on the sidelines.


“Tell me, ‘Just Dex,’” Coach said, “you a rassler?” 


It took Dex a beat to understand the question because of the way Coach drawled out the last word.


“Oh.” Dex shook his head. “No, I’m not a wrestler.”


Hoss’s smile was as lazy as his stance, and he gave a short grunt. “We’ll see next week. Righ’ now, we’re on basketball.” He turned to the rest of the class—all boys. Dex’s last school had done coed PE, but apparently that was not the Twisted Pines way.


“Count off by fives,” Hoss ordered. “You’re in luck,” he said to Dex. “Half the JV squad’s in this class so the games don’t make you wanna poke your eyes out.” He chuckled.


F me, Dex thought. Of course, he’d get thrown into the class with actual athletes.


“You got something you wanna change into?” Hoss asked.


“Um, I didn’t know I’d have to take PE.”


Hoss shrugged, then tossed what appeared to be the world’s oldest basketball at Dex’s chest. Dex caught it—thank God—but not without jamming his finger and letting out an awkward “oomph” that brought snickers from several of the guys.


“All right, boys,” Hoss said. “Get to it.”


The game didn’t start terribly. Dex’s team ended up first on defense, and his height initially kept people away from the square one of his teammates told him to defend. But then the smack talk started. Dex knew he was supposed to join in, knew that was how he’d establish rapport, even if he wasn’t good at basketball.


That’s what boys do, his dad’s voice boomed in his head. Someone talks shit to you, you give it back, ten times better. That’s how you show you belong.


Dex hated it. The problem, though, was that he seemed to be the only one. Every other guy he’d met spoke that language easy as breathing.


“Dude!” one of the boys shouted when Dex missed a pass. And okay, maybe it had hit him right in the chest, but how was he supposed to know it was coming? The boy mumbled something Dex couldn’t quite hear. Now, he thought. Now was the time to trash-talk, to deflect his mistake with words, but one breath went by and it was already too late. Besides, he didn’t know what to say.


Instead, he put all his effort into catching the next pass, which he did, but was then immediately stripped by his defender, even though Dex was a good six inches taller.


“Jesus,” the passer scoffed.


“All right, all right.” Hoss blew his whistle. “Siegel, watch your language. Everybody huddle up. Let’s review man defense. And shot technique. And pick and rolls.”


The collective groan made Dex certain that everyone else knew what those terms meant, and that Coach had stopped play purely to explain these basics to him. He glanced at the wall clock and almost whimpered. Twenty minutes of torture remained.


“Now,” Coach said after the review, “Siegel, your team’s on offense. Patel, you guys on defense. Remember, everybody find a man. That’s right.”


Dex felt like such an idiot, chasing another boy like he was his shadow, but he kept his hands up and actually blocked a pass. This time, he knew exactly what to say, the phrase he’d heard a thousand times before his growth spurt. “Nice try, little man.”


The kid shot daggers at him, and Dex felt sorry immediately. He knew how awful those words felt, and still he’d stooped low. Maybe he could find the kid after class and apologize.


Coach called another team to rotate in. The short kid sent Dex another death glare before retreating with his team off the court. 


Amazingly, Dex continued to hold his own. He guarded his assigned player so closely that the guy never got to touch the ball. He was so close, in fact, that he never saw the player creep up on his left. Dex slammed into the pick so hard his vision went white, and he stumbled, tripped, and—no, please no—face-planted on the hardwood floor.


Groans went up from every part of the gym, and Dex heard someone say, “That had to hurt” right before Coach blew his whistle.


“You okay, son?” he asked, trotting over.


“Yeah,” Dex lied.


“Man,” a kid pointed at Dex, “your face.”


Dex looked down to see blood gushing from his nose, spilling onto his black shirt.


“Yup, that’s a mess.” Coach cringed. “But you’ll be okay.” He pointed to a side door. “Locker room’s down there. You think you need the nurse?”


Dex waved off the suggestion. “It’s nothing. I’m fine.”


Coach nodded. “Bitta blood never hurt nobody.” 


As he left the court, Dex heard Coach say, “Now that’s a good pick-and-roll.”


Dex tried to shut out the laughter. He tried to pretend it wasn’t about him and that he hadn’t started the first day at a new school by humiliating himself in a sophomore gym class. But mostly he wished he could vanish and reappear someplace else. Anyplace else. Anyplace else at all. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN


Viv


VIV THREW ALL HER FORCE INTO THE PUNCHING BAG, JABBING again and again. When her arms finally tired, she stepped back and delivered a hard right kick to the bag, along with a deep grunt. Her muscles strained, but she did it again. And again. And again. 


There were no clients in the kickboxing gym yet, thank God. No newcomers to persuade to buy memberships or members needing her instruction. Viv had ALL 8 entirely to herself. 


It was a good thing too. The shock of what happened with the tree yesterday had given way to anger—a frenetic rage that boiled so hot inside her that Viv was pretty sure it had set her blood on fire.


It hadn’t really sunk in, the full weight of what she’d lost, until Viv had felt the familiar ache after school. She wanted to visit the tree stand, to feel Elle’s presence around her like a salve. But it was gone. She could never lie on those boards again.


She threw a right cross into the bag, letting out a hwud as the glove and bag connected. If it had been some freak natural disaster, maybe she could have accepted it. If Ms. Giang was right, though, and it had been preventable, caused by the very thing Mom and Elle abhorred…


Viv punched the bag again.


Before, she had tried not to think about the fracking in Twisted Pines all that much. It was just something that happened around here, as it did in much of West Virginia and plenty of other places too. Yeah, it was annoying getting stuck behind an eighteen-wheeler on a two-lane road or having to pass a couple drilling areas when she drove the fifty-five minutes to Kroger to get the groceries she couldn’t find in town. But it wasn’t like there was anything she could do about it.


Viv’s midsection burned as she threw cross after cross, her abs tightening with each twist. There had been some vocal opponents when the drilling first started, but they were either the kind her dad called “granolas” or “tree huggers,” or the rich sort who lived in a different state most of the year but kept a second home in Twisted Pines to “escape reality.” The latter types claimed they loved West Virginia, but Viv knew it was really the solitude they loved; they didn’t want any noise or ugliness ruining their pastoral retreats.


Viv, on the other hand, truly did love West Virginia. She had been to the beach a few times, and it was fine, but there would never be anything more beautiful to her than the mountains, nothing that smelled fresher than West Virginia earth after a light rain. It wasn’t just about beauty, though. Everything they needed to survive was in their backyard—in the garden and the forest she loved to roam. Deer was their main source of protein, and Elle had taught Viv to hunt as soon as she’d been old enough to carry a rifle, then how to use a bow because guns were too easy, too unfair to the prey. Viv loved this aspect of where she lived: it provided everything you needed if you took the time to learn. 


She remembered Elle sighing at the oil and gas well sites they passed on the way to high school football games. “A necessary evil,” her dad had called it. “The world needs energy.” But it was Elle’s words that stood out most in her mind. “What the world needs is unpolluted water.”


Viv threw a right cross into the bag, then a left.


“Are you done?” a voice half-shouted.


Viv turned. She was more out of breath than she’d realized. “Maeve,” she said, sucking in air. “When did you get here?”


“Few minutes ago.” Maeve stepped around the check-in counter and turned down the thumping bass overhead. “Okay, maybe one. But long enough.”


“Jenna likes it on level fifteen,” Viv said. “You have to leave it.”


“I can’t hear myself think.” Maeve plopped down in the desk’s swivel chair and slung her left foot across her opposite knee, her slightly oversized vintage Chuck Taylors bobbing to a rhythm decidedly not in time with the music. This week she’d painted the shoes with swirls of gold and pumpkin orange. “You didn’t even notice the bell ring when I walked in.”


Viv used her teeth to undo the strap on her left glove, then tossed both against the wall as she unwound her teal hand wraps. Her distraction wasn’t due to the loud music, but she didn’t need to tell Maeve that.


“Where is Jenna anyway?” Maeve asked.


“She won’t be back until six.”


“So… you’re in charge of ALL 8 by yourself?”


Viv shrugged. “Only a few people come till after work hours. What are you doing here anyway?”


“Ms. Garcia got called to some kind of meeting, so rehearsal’s canceled. I wanted to check on you. We barely got to talk in Government.”


Viv nodded. Since Maeve had to work her entire schedule around the only time Drama was offered, she and Viv had only shared one class the past two semesters. Last term they made up for it at lunch, but now most of the drama kids spent their lunch period backstage in the auditorium running lines and set-building for their upcoming production of Twelfth Night. And ever since Maeve had been cast as Viola, one of the starring roles, she’d joined them. Viv didn’t begrudge her. It was just that it made Viv’s school existence even more lonely than usual.


“I’m fine,” Viv said.


Maeve shot her a look that meant she knew that wasn’t the case, but she didn’t press. Instead, she wandered around the four-car-garage-sized space, gingerly tapping the varying punching bags at each station while wrinkling her nose. “It smells like sweat in here.”


“It’s a kickboxing gym.” 


“Well, don’t you have an air freshener or something?” Maeve patted a horizontal bag. “What’s this one for?”


“Lots of things.” Viv joined her at the station. “It’s especially good for knee kicks.” She placed her hands on the bag, then brought her knee up hard against the bottom, making the chains holding it jangle. She grinned. “Very satisfying.”


Maeve made a face as Viv brought her other knee up to the bag.


“You look like you wanna kill someone,” Maeve said. “It’s… kinda scary.”


For a long moment, Viv didn’t know what to say. She was used to other people saying similar things, calling her scary or masculine or too assertive. Last year in Debate the teacher had lowered her grade for being “too aggressive” in her assertions. He said it made her come across as unlikeable. Her male opponent had been just as forceful, though, and received the highest mark possible. “Excellent, authoritative air,” the teacher had complimented him.


Viv brought her other knee into the bag.


“I didn’t mean…” Maeve said quickly. “Anyway, you were thinking about what happened, right?”


Viv nodded. “Ms. Giang thinks fracking may have caused it.”


“How?”


“I guess it’s possible. She showed me a video of something similar that happened somewhere else.” The bag was still swaying from when she kneed it. Viv restrained herself from hitting it again.


“I’m sorry.” Maeve’s voice was soft. “I know that place meant a lot to you—”


Viv stared at the floor, her mind drifting down a path she didn’t want to follow. “Yeah.” 


She rubbed her head. Of course her best friend would have noticed what was important to her, even if she hadn’t told her explicitly. Maeve was a good friend, even if things were a little different than they’d used to be.


“Do you wanna come over later?” Viv asked. “I’m off at seven. We could, I don’t know, Netflix or something?”


Maeve huffed in a manner befitting the star of a Shakespearean play. “I’d love to, but I’ve got an English paper due, and with rehearsal canceled, I might actually have time to write a decent one now.”


“Right. That makes sense.”


“Maybe this weekend?” Maeve added. “We’ve got practice Saturday afternoon, but after that? I’ve been craving some Dr. Who binging.”


Viv smiled. “Sounds great.”


Behind them, the door jingled, and a thirtyish-something Black woman bounded inside. “Hey, Viv!”


“Hey, Shanice.” Viv slipped behind the counter to scan the woman’s ALL 8 membership card. 


“Maeve, you finally join the gym?” Shanice asked.


Maeve laughed. “Um, no. How’s the baby?”


“Started crawling yesterday, can you believe it? Everybody’s telling me it’s all over now.”


Maeve tskked, as if she had any idea what it was like to have a baby in the house. “Next thing, he’ll be working out in the gym with you.”


“Lord, don’t I know it!”


Viv smiled as she took Shanice’s boxing gloves to the third station, grateful Maeve was here to small-talk so she didn’t have to. A full-on extrovert, Maeve excelled at it. Viv preferred talking only when she had something to say. It was one of the reasons she loved this job so much. Everyone was too busy getting their asses kicked by the workout to want her to do anything more than bark out instructions and encouragement. She cranked the music back up to its pumping volume.


“You ready to sweat?” she called to Shanice, who clapped her hands and moved to the first station.


“I’m ready to lose this baby weight!”


“Jump ropes first, like usual,” Viv said. “Start on the green light.”


Maeve waved at her and headed to the door. “Text me later?” she mouthed over the music, then blew Viv a kiss followed by a wave of her pinky, their special “secret” signal since seventh grade. 


Viv laughed and returned the gesture, which they hadn’t used in ages, and something in Viv rearranged itself. She felt more normal than she had in a while. As long as she had Maeve by her side, everything would be okay.
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CHAPTER EIGHT


Dex


DEX TRIED THREE TIMES TO UNLOCK THE HOUSE’S FRONT door. Just when he thought he’d be locked out until Mom returned from second shift, the bolt finally turned. He cursed its rustiness and slammed the door behind him.


After the nightmarish first block, most of the day had been uneventful. No one spoke to him in his classes, not that he’d expected they would. For all the talk about small-town hospitality, he found that the concept did not apply to teenagers. At least the gym injury hadn’t been as bad as it might have. Dex wasn’t sure how a face-plant that bloodied his nose didn’t leave more of a bruise, but the faint mark on his face was hardly noticeable. 


In his bedroom, he kicked off his shoes, irritated all over again about having to be in PE in the first place.


He had made one last attempt to switch his schedule by seeking out the guidance counselor’s help, but she’d only reiterated Twisted Pines’s policy to require two PE credits—childhood health concerns and all that.


He sat in the metal fold-up chair by his desk, which consisted of a couple two-by-fours attached to legs with hinges so it could be folded for travel—pretty ingenious of his mom, really—and flipped open the restored laptop she had surprised him with on his birthday last year.


“For my college-bound boy,” Mom had said when he’d come home to find the laptop on his bed. When he’d learned it had taken two and half years of saving to get it for him, Dex had actually started crying. He was almost tearing up just thinking about it. God, his dad was right. He needed to control his emotions. What was wrong with him?


Dex rubbed his temples, his thoughts boomeranging once more toward the trash fire that had been PE. Then his dad’s voice joined the memory. “Group a boys ain’t nothing but a pack a dogs. A few up top always jostling to be alpha. That’s the spot you want, Son, but if you can’t, you make damn sure you ain’t never the omega.” 


Dex felt like the goal of his entire life could be summed up by that command: never the omega.


“Shut up,” he said aloud.


The memories morphed and then he was a sophomore, skinny and small, shoving a classmate who’d just badmouthed his mom. One punch by the guy was all it took to knock Dex down, cracking his skull and his dignity on the pavement.


Dex’s eyes hardened. He wasn’t small anymore. Skinny, yes, but not small. Less than a year left to endure narrow-minded high school idiots. The only thing that really mattered was finding a way into a good college, one that could get him into a top law school, which would set him up for a judicial clerkship. He’d read that the path to a top law school was like a domino run: each piece needed to knock down the next. He was beyond ready to push over his first tile.


He cracked his knuckles and clicked open one of his downloaded law prep podcasts. He’d almost finished the episode when a Chatterbox tag notification flashed on the bottom of his computer screen. 


FckY3S tagged you in a video.


For a moment, all Dex felt was confusion. He wasn’t a huge fan of social media, and he’d forgotten he even signed up for Chatterbox last year, in a short-lived delusional attempt to fit in.


He clicked the flashing icon.


A video appeared, blurry at first, then there he was, the memory playing out on camera.


“No,” he said, like that would somehow change what had happened. But there he was, smashing into a dark-haired kid on the court that morning, then crumpling to the floor like a child, blood gushing from his nose. A pop song played over the video. “What’s it like to be a loser, loser, loser? Always gotta be a loser, loser, loser.” The video looped again and again and again. 


Dex slammed his laptop shut.


Why?


Why would someone not only post that, but tag him to make sure he saw? It was cruel. And why were they videoing him anyway?


He remembered the boy he’d trash-talked, the short one he’d called small. Had he arranged it with the pick-setter?


Dex released a guttural scream that had been building for who knows how long. He wasn’t usually a screamer, but he was so sick of people giving him grief for every. single. thing. No matter where he went, it was like he carried a sign on his back: Pushover. Target. Omega.


He’d been so grateful when he grew six inches last summer because he thought it would make a difference. He thought people might think twice before messing with him. But height clearly didn’t matter since he so obviously wasn’t a fighter.
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