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 CHAPTER ONE

I took a deep breath before I pushed open the door of Slim’s Diner. My best friend followed me in. The smell of frying burgers wafted through the restaurant and my stomach gurgled.

“Jessica, I don’t know why you don’t like this place,” Eva said. “Everyone comes here.”

“It’s my brother’s hangout,” I replied. “At least, it was before he left for college. And besides, the jukebox would always play ‘The Warrior’ every time I came near it.” If there was one description that didn’t apply to me, it was the title of that old song.

We both glanced in the corner where the jukebox was. It was just a regular old jukebox now. I didn’t want to admit it, but I kind of missed the random selections it used to play.

“What’s the story?” Eva asked. “What happened to it?”

I shrugged. “Who knows? This is Nightshade. Anything’s possible.”

“I heard that Daisy Giordano trashed it.”

“What? Daisy would never do that,” I said. As much as I envied my next-door neighbor, I wasn’t going to spread rumors about her, even though Ryan Mendez, my first crush, was in love with her.

“I heard she beat up her best friend’s dad on Grad Night,” Eva continued. “And burned down the Black Opal.”

“That’s not true,” I said. “I was there.” The all-ages club had burned down on Grad Night, but it hadn’t been Daisy’s fault. Her best friend, Samantha Devereaux, happened to be my brother’s girlfriend. Sam’s dad, Professor Devereaux, had been arrested for the murder of Chief Mendez. Things were complicated here in our little town of Nightshade, California.

“Well, something strange happened,” Eva said. “Maybe it was like Revenge of the Pod People, or something. I can’t believe I missed it and you won’t even tell me what really happened.”

I didn’t want to talk about the strangeness of my brother’s Grad Night. Or exactly how well my one self-defense class had worked, enabling me to kick butt. Or the weird tattoo-like mark that had mysteriously appeared on my upper arm one day. It wasn’t exactly a tattoo, since it actually moved sometimes, but I didn’t know what else to call the swirling black ink.

I’d managed to hide it all summer, which meant no cute camis or tiny bikinis. I’d spent my days at the beach sweltering in a cover-up instead of showing off my bod like all the other girls.

There was only one other person I knew with a mark like this. I scanned the restaurant and spotted her sitting at the counter. Flo used to be my favorite waitress, but I’d been avoiding her since Grad Night, when, among other things, I noticed (a) a similar tattoo on her arm and (b) her fighting abilities.

Flo was awesome. She had almost as big a crush on Ryan Mendez as I did. That is, until Ryan started dating Daisy and I finally realized exactly how hopeless my crush truly was.

I was finally a Nightshade freshman and I’d let go of my little fantasy about my brother’s best friend. Now I just wanted to find someone who would look at me the way Ryan looked at Daisy.

Eva was still talking about the Black Opal as we sat down at a table. “They’re finally reopening the place,” she said. “I think we should go check it out tonight.”

“I thought the fire caused too much damage for them to ever reopen.” I didn’t mention the explosion that started the fire.

“The owner is reopening the club right here in Nightshade,” Eva said. “Remember when that enormous big-box store at the edge of town closed down a few years ago? She’s relocated the club there. They’ve been working on it all summer. One of Bethany’s crushes worked on the construction. He says it’s really cool-looking now.”

“How would we get there?” I asked. “My parents are taking my little sisters to some kiddie play tonight.”

“Bethany is going,” Eva replied. “She has a thing for the lead singer of this band that’s playing there tonight. Maybe she’ll give us a ride.”

I wasn’t holding my breath. Eva’s sister, Bethany, was a junior and didn’t have time for freshmen.

Flo came over to take our order. Her T-shirt read UNSUPERVISED CHILDREN WILL BE GIVEN AN ESPRESSO AND A FREE KITTEN.

We decided to split a chicken Caesar salad.

“It’ll be up in a few minutes,” Flo said. She hesitated a second. “Jessica, I’d like to speak to you about something before you leave.”

I suppressed a groan. “Sure.”

“Are you trying out for the high school soccer team?” Eva asked.

I shrugged. “I survived summer conditioning,” I said. “So I guess so.”

Eva and I talked about soccer tryouts, but my mind was on something else. When Flo set our salad down, I jumped. I was pretty sure I knew what she wanted to talk to me about, but I just wanted to forget it ever happened and go back to being a normal girl.

The restaurant got busy and Flo was the only server there. Taking the opportunity to avoid her a little longer, I hurried Eva along, trying to get her to stop talking and eat. She finally finished her meal, and I handed her some money.

“Would you mind paying the bill? I need to use the restroom,” I said.

While she was paying, I slipped outside.

Flo saw me leave, but was forced to take care of a customer waving an empty cup in the air. She gave me one last look as she went to refill his coffee.

Eva spotted me outside and came out. I started walking down Main Street at a brisk pace.

“What’s your hurry? I didn’t even get any dessert.”

“No hurry,” I replied. “Hey, look at that. Nightshade is getting a new store.”

There was a sign in the window that read, in flowing script, 

 


The Look of Love—coming soon.


 


“The Look of Love?” Eva said. “What kind of store do you think it is?”

We pressed our faces to the window, but couldn’t see anything.

“Take a flier,” a boy said.

Eva whirled around to face the boy, who looked to be about our age. “What do you think you’re doing, sneaking up on us like that?” she asked.

“What are you?” he taunted. “A scaredy-cat?”

He wasn’t unattractive, but he looked at us like a buzzard eyeing particularly tasty roadkill. The boy wiped all expression from his face, but not before a gleam of anger showed.

“Take one,” he repeated. “It’s for our grand opening.”

He stood there blocking our path, so I took a flier just to get him to leave.

Eva grabbed one and crumpled it into a ball before she threw it into her bag.

“Eva, he’ll see you,” I said.

“I don’t care,” she replied. “How dare he say I was scared. As if! I’ve seen The Shining five times and didn’t even flinch.”

I glanced back, and the boy was still watching us. I shivered and linked arms with Eva.

“I’m going back to give him a piece of my mind,” Eva said. She was practically snorting fire.

“I thought you wanted to go to the Black Opal tonight,” I reminded her. “Don’t you need to go home and butter up Bethany?” I didn’t really care one way or the other if we went, but it was better than Eva getting into a fight with a strange guy.

“You’re right,” she said. “I’d better hurry and catch her. I’ll call you!”

We’d reached the bus stop, where she went one way and I went the other. Our houses were in the same neighborhood, so we always met at the bus stop.

The buttering up must have worked, because Eva called me a little while later. “Can you meet me at my house in fifteen minutes?” she asked. “Bethany said yes, but she’ll leave without you if you’re not on time.”

There was no way I’d make it in time if I walked. I still had to get ready. I was wearing my old soccer shorts, footie socks, and PE T-shirt from sixth grade. “Mom, can you drop me off at Eva’s?” I shouted.

Mom appeared in the kitchen doorway. “Jessica, what did I tell you about yelling?”

“Sorry,” I said. “Can you drop me off at Eva’s? Her sister is going to give us a ride to the Black Opal. If that’s okay.”

She glanced at her watch. “Yes, but you need to hurry. We have to leave soon for the play.”

I ran upstairs to get changed. Sean and his girlfriend, Samantha, used to hang out at the Black Opal all the time when they were in high school, and she’d always dressed up. I didn’t have a lot of clothes to choose from. Mom had promised to take me shopping for new school clothes, but she was always busy with the little ones.

I found my favorite jeans, paired them with a cute silvery silk top, and decided I’d put my makeup on at Eva’s. I raced down the stairs as Mom and Dad and all my little sisters were piling into the van.

“You’re giving me a ride to Eva’s, remember?” I said.

“Of course,” Mom said placidly. “You know it takes a long time to get everyone settled.”

I sat next to Katie and put an arm around her. “Have fun tonight,” I told her.

“I will,” she said. “Sam is coming, too.”

“Samantha is going to the play with you guys?” I asked. “You didn’t tell me that, Mom.”

“Would it have made a difference?” Mom replied. “Sam misses Sean.”

My brother was attending college in Southern California, but his girlfriend had chosen to stay in town to go to UC Nightshade.

“No,” I said. “But you could have mentioned it.”

Even though Sean was gone, I couldn’t seem to shake his girlfriend, no matter how hard I tried. Samantha Devereaux had been the It Girl of Nightshade High and that hadn’t changed one iota just because she’d graduated. I would be starting my freshman year in her shadow.

My number one goal was to step out of the shadows and into the spotlight.


 CHAPTER TWO

Bethany answered the door at Eva’s. For a minute, I didn’t think she was going to let me inside.

“Hi, Bethany,” I said nervously. Eva’s big sister was intimidating, almost as bad as Sam when she was in a bossy mood. Usually, I didn’t take it from Bethany, but we needed a ride. The Black Opal’s new location was on the outskirts of town, almost to the freeway. There was no way my parents would let me walk there, especially not after dark, so I bit my tongue and smiled politely.

She kept me standing on the stoop as she inspected my outfit. “You’re not wearing any makeup,” she said.

I always felt like I was about to flunk some Bethany pop quiz, and her comment only confirmed it. I held up my bag. “I thought I could put it on here.”

“Good,” she said. “Because you’re not going to be seen with me, looking like that.”

As Bethany finally let me in, she said, “We’re still waiting for Tiffany. So hurry up and do your face. She’ll be here any minute.”

Eva appeared and rescued me. “Any minute” turned out to be forty-five minutes, so I had plenty of time to finish getting ready. As soon as I was made up, Eva made us go wait in the hallway because she was worried that her sister would leave without us if we didn’t.

“Maybe we should just skip it and stay home and watch a movie,” I said.

“There is a Vincent Price marathon on cable,” Eva said. “But I want to see the band. Come on, it’s our last weekend before school starts.”

“You’re going to miss Vincent Price?” I said. My best friend was a huge horror buff.

“I’m recording it,” she said complacently. “What are you so nervous about? You were the most popular girl in eighth grade.”

“Eighth grade isn’t high school,” I said.

Bethany overheard us. “Jessica’s right,” she said with a sniff. “There are lots of girls who were popular in middle school who don’t get noticed at all now.” She left no doubt in my mind that she expected me to be one of those girls.

Bethany’s best friend, Tiffany, finally showed up and we took off for the club. The Black Opal was one of the few all-ages clubs in the area, so the parking lot was nearly full when we got there.

Nicholas Bone, a handsome guy with reddish-brown hair, was working the door. Tiffany and Bethany talked loudly and giggled whenever he looked anywhere near where we were standing.

“Hi, Jessica,” he said when we finally reached the front of the line. Nicholas knew me because his girlfriend, Rose, was Daisy’s sister—my next-door neighbors.

“Hi, Nicholas,” I said. “I haven’t seen you around lately.”

“I’ve been helping to get the club reopened,” he replied. His smile disappeared for a moment. Our eyes met and I knew we were both remembering why the club had had to close. The explosion, the Scourge, all of it was reflected in his eyes.

Bethany’s “Aren’t you going to introduce us, Jessica?” brought me back to the present.

“Oh, sorry,” I said. I made the introductions.

After they giggled at Nicholas a little more, we paid the cover and went inside.

“How do you know Nicholas Bone?” Tiffany said. “He’s ages older than you. He wouldn’t be interested in a freshman.”

“He has a girlfriend,” I pointed out. “My neighbor, as a matter of fact. That’s how I know him.” I was sure they already knew who Nicholas was dating, since they seemed to keep track of every single cute guy in Nightshade and the surrounding area, but maybe the reminder would get them off Nicholas’s case.

“Lucky you.” Bethany sighed. “I wish he had a younger brother.”

I rolled my eyes at Eva. The older girls were even more boy crazy than usual. Bethany and Tiffany started texting. Probably each other.

“I heard Side Effects May Vary has a new lead singer,” Eva said.

Bethany looked up from her phone. “What else did you hear?”

“That he’s gorgeous,” Eva replied.

Bethany and Tiffany giggled. “Understatement.”

I tuned out their gossip and looked around the club. The new interior was a mind-boggling combination of vivid colors.

“It’s certainly cheerful in here,” I commented. The ceiling was painted sky blue, and fluffy white clouds floated above our heads.

Several murals in various stages of completion adorned the walls. Behind the stage, a bright orange painting dominated. When I looked closer, I realized it was a portrait of a woman, done in the style that Andy Warhol made famous with his portrait of Marilyn Monroe. I wondered who the woman was.

“Now scram, midgets,” Bethany said. “I see a table for two right up front.”

“Can’t we sit with you?” Eva asked.

“No, you most certainly cannot,” Tiffany said as they trotted away.

“I don’t see any of our friends,” I told Eva anxiously. I recognized a few kids, but they were mostly upperclassmen. There were a lot of kids from the neighboring town, San Carlos, there, too.

“Relax,” she said. “We’ll run into someone we know eventually.”

She spotted a group of sophomore boys and waved to them. “There’s Connor and Noel. See, I told you.”

“Jessica, come sit with us,” Connor hollered. Connor and I had the same guitar teacher. Although he was nice enough, I didn’t feel like sitting with them and listening to Noel rate burps all night. I gave a polite wave.

“There’s an empty table,” I said, and rushed over to it just as a petite dark-haired girl did.

She and I stopped short and stared at each other, unsure what to do next. “Do you want to sit with us?” I finally asked her.

She stared at me for a long moment. “Sure, thanks.”

We took our seats.

“I’m Jessica Walsh,” I said. “And this is my friend Eva.”

“I’m Raven,” she said.

“I’ll go get us something to drink,” Eva offered.

There was complete silence until Eva came back with a pitcher of soda and set it down, almost spilling it on Raven, but Raven grabbed it.

“You have very quick reflexes,” I said.

She shrugged.

“Are you going to be starting Nightshade High next week?” Eva asked.

“Yes,” Raven replied. “My aunt works there.”

I started to ask who her aunt was, but was distracted by the sight of Flo sitting at a table nearby.

“What’s she doing here?” I asked Eva, but Raven answered.

“Flo? She’s dating the drummer of Side Effects May Vary, didn’t you know?”

I most certainly did not know. I couldn’t avoid Flo, no matter what I did.

Bethany and Tiffany came up to us, all smiles. “We’ve been looking all over for you guys.”

“You have?”

“Of course,” Bethany said. “And we’re being so rude to your friend. I’m Bethany Harris, Eva’s older sister. And you’re Raven Gray, right?”

“Right,” Raven said.

Eva and I looked at each other. How did Bethany know who Raven was? She never paid attention to freshmen, except maybe to criticize them like she did to me.

“That means Dominic Gray is your brother?” Tiffany asked. She was trying to sound casual, and failing. That explained the sudden friendliness.

“Yes,” Raven said.

“Who is Dominic Gray?” Eva whispered.

“My brother,” Raven said wryly. “And also the new lead singer of Side Effects May Vary.”

I was surprised to hear the band had a new singer. My brother used to go to their shows all the time and he gave me one of their recordings for my birthday. “I liked the old singer,” I said. “Camille Clark has a gorgeous voice. I can’t believe she quit.” Then I realized how it sounded and added, “I mean, I’m sure your brother is a great singer, too.”

I was pretty sure Raven was trying not to laugh at me when she said, “It’s kind of a refreshing change.”

“What is?”

“To meet someone who isn’t nice to me just because of my brother,” she said quietly. “Speaking of whom . . . It looks like they’re on.”

She was right. The spotlight came on and we turned our attention to the stage. There was no announcement; the band just came out and took their places.

“Hi, I’m Dominic and we’re Side Effects May Vary.”

I couldn’t tear my eyes away from this singer. He had high cheekbones, a long thin nose, and gorgeous blue eyes that you’d notice clear across the room. Dominic’s hair looked like he’d just gotten out of bed and come to the gig, but I knew enough about boys to suspect that he’d spent an hour, and a liberal amount of hair products, to get that just-right careless look.

I hated that I was reacting the same way as all the rest of the girls in Nightshade. To be honest, I was probably reacting the same way as every girl in the state along with a good portion of the boys. I sat there mesmerized until the band announced a break.

Eva leaned in so that no one else could hear. “Still like the old singer better?” she teased softly.

I cleared my throat. “He’s all right,” I finally managed to say.

“Who’s all right?” a voice said behind me. I figured out who it was by the way Tiffany and Bethany acted like they’d been electrified.

“You, Dominic,” Raven said as her brother sauntered up to our table. “Jessica here likes the old lead singer better.”

“Is that so?” he asked. His skin was still glistening with sweat from being under the spotlights.

I mumbled something and then sank in my seat, utterly mortified. What was the matter with me? I was normally much more confident around guys.

Bethany and Tiffany glared at me when they didn’t think Dominic was looking. I don’t know what they were so upset about. I’d made an idiot of myself and insulted him. Hardly the best first impression.

“What exactly did you like about the old lead singer?” he asked.

I floundered for a minute while I tried to remember exactly what it was that I had liked about Camille. “Her voice was old-fashioned,” I said. “Sort of bluesy.”

Bethany and Tiffany snickered. “Side Effects May Vary isn’t a blues band,” Bethany said sharply.

“I know that,” I said. “Her voice sounded a little sad, even when she sang happy songs. I liked it.”

“I did, too,” he said. He gave me a flirty little smile. “But I hope you’ll like the new lead singer as much.”

“We’ll see,” I said, suddenly confident. I sent a flirty smile right back. This I knew how to do. Flirting was practically my major.

“Are you going to stay until the end of the show?” he asked.

Before I could answer, a swarm of girls approached, and Dominic’s attention turned to his fans.

“Look at the way they’re crawling all over him,” Tiffany said. “Disgraceful.”

“What are we waiting for?” Bethany replied. “Let’s go.”

They jumped up and joined the girls gathering around Dominic.

“I didn’t mean to offend your brother,” I told Raven.

“Dominic? He’s hard to offend,” she replied. “Besides, it was worth it. You’re probably the only girl he’s met since we moved here who hasn’t fawned all over him.”

“Jessica’s used to boys fawning over her,” Eva piped in.

I frowned at her. “I am not.”

“Are too,” Eva said. She jerked her head in Connor’s direction.

The band had returned to the stage, except for Dominic, who was having a hard time extricating himself from his groupies.

Finally, Flo left her table and went over to the girls. She said something I couldn’t hear and they all scattered, and Dominic was able to reach the stage.

“You know, he’s a good singer and all,” I commented to Eva. “But I don’t see what the big deal is.” 

I kind of did, but it was driving me nuts that Bethany and Tiffany were acting so boy crazy.

Raven overheard and gave me a knowing look. “Just wait,” she said. “You haven’t heard him sing a love song yet. You’ll fall for him just like all the rest after that. You won’t be able to help yourself.”

“Ick,” I said. “That doesn’t sound like real love to me.” I wanted someone who loves me, too. Not someone I have to put up on a pedestal and chase with a bunch of other girls.

I looked around the club and my gaze happened to settle on Daisy and Ryan, who were holding hands in a corner, oblivious to the rest of the world. “I want what they have.”

Raven followed my glance. “Hmm, he’s cute,” she said. “But obviously crazy in love.”

“That’s what I want. A boy who is crazy for me.”

As if reading my mind, Dominic broke into a cover of Madonna’s “Crazy for You.”

“That’s not on the set list,” Raven muttered, but I ignored her. I watched Dominic’s performance and thought about how cute he was. Luckily, Side Effects May Vary didn’t play any other love songs that night or I would have thrown my number onstage just like the other girls.


 CHAPTER THREE

After the show, Eva and I couldn’t find Bethany and Tiffany anywhere. The club emptied out, but there still was no sign of them.

“Do you think they’re outside waiting for us?” I asked Eva.

“You stay here,” she said. “I’ll go check.”

“We could give you a ride home,” Raven offered.

“They wouldn’t have left us,” I said. But I wasn’t so sure.

A male voice interrupted our conversation. “Yeah, I’m sure it was just a miscommunication,” Dominic said sarcastically. “Not like you planned it or anything.” What had happened to the flirty, friendly boy from before?

“Planned what?” I snapped. “Being stranded? Hardly.”

“Look, girls try this stuff all the time,” he said. “We’ll give you a ride home, but you’re sitting in the back.”

“Because there isn’t room in the front because your fat head is taking up all the space?” I replied. “I hate to break it to you, but I’m not trying to spend time with you. We’ll get a ride home from my neighbor.” If Daisy was still there, I knew that she would give Eva and me a lift. Or Nicholas, but who knew what time he’d get off work.

Dominic gave a disbelieving snort.

“Dominic!” Raven chastised him. “Don’t be so rude!” She gave me an apologetic look.

“I’d rather walk,” I muttered.

“Suit yourself,” he said as I stalked off.

I found Eva at the front door. “Did you find them?”

“Bethany’s car is gone,” she said. “I can’t believe they left us here.”

“Call her cell,” I suggested. “I’ll see if I can find Daisy.”

I didn’t see Daisy or Ryan in the club, so I ran out, hoping to catch them in the parking lot. I got there just in time to see Ryan’s car make a left turn and exit the lot.

I went back into the club, where Dominic approached me. “Look, I’m sorry,” he said. “Let me give you a ride home.”

“Why? So you can tell all your friends that some stupid freshmen girls wouldn’t leave you alone? No thanks.”

Dominic blushed. “I’m sorry,” he said. “It’s been a tough day.”

I hesitated. I didn’t see how dealing with girls throwing themselves at him could have been that tough, but at least he was apologizing. We were kind of stranded, so I was about to accept his offer.

Flo came up to us and had obviously heard our argument. “I’m going that way. I’ll give Jessica and Eva a ride home,” she said.

“Great,” Eva said, obviously relieved to have that settled.

Although I’d been trying to avoid Flo, this was better than taking a ride home with Dominic Gray.

We walked out into the parking lot with the band, Flo, and Raven. I suppressed a snicker when I saw a group of girls standing by what was obviously Dominic’s car.

“Raven, it was nice to meet you,” I said. “Maybe we could hang out sometime?”

“Maybe,” she said noncommittally. “I’m pretty busy.”

“I’ll see you in school, then,” I said. I knew a blowoff when I heard one.

Eva and I piled into Flo’s white van, which had a Slim’s Diner sign on its side. I sat in the back seat and Eva took the front. I assumed the van would smell like old hamburgers and fried onions, but it smelled like apple pie.

Flo kissed her boyfriend goodbye and I looked away. Their happiness was something precious and private. But the view out the other side window wasn’t much better. A very pretty blonde was talking to Dominic, who didn’t seem to be paying attention. He looked over and saw me watching them and gave me a little wave. I turned away, embarrassed to be caught staring.

Flo finally got in the van and we left.

“Can you believe the nerve of that guy?” I fumed.

“Who?” Eva said. She had a short attention span, unless monsters or mutants were involved.

“Dominic Gray,” I replied. “He flipped out on me, when those girls were practically drooling on him.”

“Despite all the attention, he hasn’t had it easy lately,” Flo said.

I forgot, for a minute, to be nervous around her. “Girls were falling all over him and he was eating it up. And then he practically accused us of lying in order to spend a few minutes with him. As if.”

“Why do you think he and Raven came here to live with Katrina Phillips?” she asked. “Because they didn’t have anywhere else to go. Their dad died recently. So go a little easy on him.”

“I didn’t know,” I said.

“Well, now you do,” she replied.

I also now knew who his aunt was. Nurse Phillips, the school nurse at Nightshade High, who also happened to be the bass player in Side Effects May Vary.

When Flo dropped Eva off, she waited until she was safely in the house, then said, “Jessica, come up front.”

I moved into the front seat reluctantly. Why hadn’t I thought to ask her to drop me off first?

“I want to talk to you.”

I had been dreading this. “About Grad Night?”

“Yes,” she said. “But not just Grad Night. Other things, too. Why don’t you stop by the diner tomorrow at around three?”

“I want to forget it ever happened,” I said. “It was horrible.”

Her face softened. “I know,” she said. “But there’s a way we can help stop anything like that from happening in Nightshade ever again. Just come to the diner and I will explain everything. Raven will be there as well.”

My curiosity got the better of me and I nodded. “I’ll be there.”

“Cheer up,” Flo said, and started the car again. “I’ll buy you a milk shake.”

I knew she’d just hunt me down if I didn’t show up. And I had a feeling I didn’t want that to happen.
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