
The Token

A Breed Apart

––––––––

Natasha Rogue

The Token: A Breed Apart

ALL RIGHTS RESERVED

Copyright © 2014 Natasha Rogue

Cover Art by Stella Price

––––––––

License Notes

This e-book is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This e-book may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to the vendor and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

This book is a work of fiction and any resemblance to persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. The characters are products of the author’s imagination and used fictitiously.


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

Chapter Thirty-Two

Chapter Thirty-Three

Chapter Thirty-Four

Chapter Thirty-Five

About Natasha Rogue

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Dedication


[image: ]


To all my readers who encourage me to take the next step in my career, no matter how scary it is to leave my safe place and try something new. To Stacey, who keeps me on track and always finds a way to make things less overwhelming. I’ve thanked you for dealing with my crazy before, but it can’t be said enough!

For my sister, who has been waiting for years for my young adult books to be published and never stopped believing in me. And most importantly, to my daughters who make all the hard work worth it. Nothing is more precious to me then hearing that you’re proud of me. All I ever wanted to show you is that dreams can come true.
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Chapter One
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I WOULD HAVE SOLD my soul for a makeover once. On TV, the frumpy people always seem completely transformed, like a brand new wardrobe and a bit of makeup changed them forever. But even after my best friend attacked my straggly bush hair that morning, and got it all slick and straight, I didn’t feel any prettier. And the stylish outfit could only hide so much. Maybe my chubbiness was a bit less obvious, but I could still feel it under the strategically concealing layers. 

How about this for a deal: I sign on the dotted line in blood, and twenty pounds magically melts away. Going once, twice . . . . 

No takers, of course. And to make things worse, I couldn’t stop shaking. My chattering teeth threatened to take a nice big chunk out of my tongue. Forget this. No way could I talk to him while shivering like I’d just skinny-dipped in a frozen lake. And lost my clothes. Guess blubber only keeps things like whales and polar bears warm. 

Or I’m coming down with a nasty virus. Something contagious. I sniffed. My nose did seem a little stuffy. Wouldn’t want James to get sick. 

Across the parking lot that took up more space than the school, he flung his letter jacket onto the trunk of his new car. Underneath he wore a snug white T-shirt that fit perfectly over chiseled pecs and abs. The morning sun brought out all the highlights in his brush cut hair—honey, gold, and strawberry blond. He drew his arm back to toss a football and his muscles bulged. 

The too tight jeans I wore already made my every inhale shallow. But . . . . Damn. He made me forget how to breathe. 

And you can’t talk if you can’t breathe. 

“Callie, you can do this.” My soon to be ex-best friend, Tammy, who must be certifiably insane, took my hands in hers and started rubbing. “All you have to do is walk up to him, make a random remark about the car, and you’re in. What’s the worst that could happen?” 

Warmth flowed over me. I took a deep breath and tried to follow her logic. What is the worst that could happen? “I could trip over my feet, fall flat on my face, and break my nose.” 

Tammy grinned, shook her head, and gave me a little shove. “Perfect, you’ll get his sympathy. It’ll be just like when you skinned your knee at his birthday party.” 

“I was six!” 

“He took care of you. You’ve told me the story a thousand times.” She batted her eyelashes, shook her wavy corn-silk hair from her face, and clasped her hands over her chest “‘He was only eight, but the way he dried my tears and then cleaned away the blood. And when he pressed the Band-Aid to my skin . . . .’” 

I covered her mouth with my hand. “Okay. Enough. I’m going.” The corner of my lip curved up. “Just don’t ever do that again. That angel face of yours—all dreamy like that—will ruin your image.” 

Tammy scowled, which made her look like a petulant angel, little more true to form. What could I say? Tammy was strange. I hated being plain, but she despised cuteness. Especially in herself. She compensated for her looks with a tough girl attitude and an . . . odd sense of style. Today it was army boots, cargo pants, and a black tank-top under a white fishnet shirt. 

“Wouldn’t want that.” With a wicked glint in her eyes, Tammy glanced over at James. “You’ve got two minutes to get over there, or I’m gonna go myself.” 

I crossed my arms and frowned at her. “You don’t even like James.” 

“No, but I hate Amy.” She shrugged. “I’d hit on him just to see her spaz out.” 

Damn. She probably would. “Don’t you care that they’re dating?” 

“Not one bit.” She gave me a little nudge. “Go on. Rekindle that friendship. Show me that James is ‘so much more than your typical, dumb jock.’” 

“He is.” The wind picked up as though it, like Tammy, doubted that very much. 

“Prove it.” Tammy reached out and did up the top button of my coat. “I’m tired of you throwing him his own personal pity party. Ever since he and Amy had that fight, all you talk about is how no one understands him. You think he needs a friend like you, and if he’s even half as decent as you claim, you might be right. Still not buying that you want nothing more, but either way . . . .” 

One mention of the fight, and I was done arguing. The trapped look in James’ eyes when Amy had bullied him into ditching his friends to bring her home still haunted me. But James fronted like a pro. A blink and the resentment was gone. His buddies ribbed him about being whipped, and he let it drop. 

There was no way he’d vented to any of them afterward. There was no way he’d vented to Amy. The way I saw it, he had no one, which meant there was a place for me. I’d get over the unfortunate side effects the sight of him had on my ability to function. 

The problem was I doubted I’d manage within the next five minutes. 

My worn sneakers dragged noisily on the paved lot as I walked past Tammy, head held high. The distance between the edge of the school parking lot, where I’d left Tammy, and the far end where James parked seemed to lengthen. Dread spilled an acidic pool into my gut and welled up in my throat. 

I concentrated on avoiding possible nose-breaking cracks in the asphalt as I got closer and remembered how to breathe normally. A rusty pickup rolled in front of me. With James out of sight, I was able to pull myself together. I went over the details Tammy had given me that morning while straightening my hair. 

1965. Stingray. Red. Car. Must form into coherent sentence. 

A shout ripped me from my thoughts. My head snapped toward the sound. A football spiraled inches from my face. I lifted my hands to protect myself. 

And caught the ball. 

Reddish brown leather filled my vision. One rounded tip pressed against my nose. I swallowed and moved the football away from my face. Air jammed in my throat. 

“Are you okay, Callie?” 

Licking my lips, I brought my eyes up to his concerned face. God, he’s tall. “You know my name.” 

James took the ball from me and tossed it to one of the other guys. Curving his hand under my chin, he looked me over. “We’ve known each other since grade school, Callie. Of course I know your name.” He bent down a little and peered into my eyes. “That was a nice catch. You sure the ball didn’t hit you, though? Do you feel any pain?” 

I shook my head, took a deep breath, and said the first thing that came to mind. “I like your car.” 

Silence. I waited for the ground to give. All my plans to strike up an intelligent, friendly conversation fell apart. I might as well have gone with the tried and true “oops I dropped my bag/books/pencil” routine. That would have been less pathetic. 

James moved his hand from my chin to my shoulder and dropped his gaze to the car. “She is a beaut, isn’t she?” His lips formed wry grin. “Amy’s been bragging to anyone who’ll listen since she overheard my parents talking about getting it for me. Kinda spoiled the surprise.” 

“Oh.” 

“They did manage to get one thing past her,” James said as though he hadn’t heard me. He bowed his head, brow creased. “My dad installed an awesome sound system. You wanna check it out?” 

Dead. I was dead, and this was heaven. The ball must have connected with my nose, driven the bone into my brain, and killed me. This couldn’t be happening. 

“I’ll understand if you don’t want—” 

Speak, stupid! I grabbed his arm. “No! It’s not that”—I forced myself to calm down before I made myself look like a mental case—“I’m just surprised. We haven’t really spoken since . . . .” Two weeks ago, when you stopped by my locker to ask if I had change for a twenty. “I don’t know. It’s been a long time.” 

“Yeah,” James paused, leaned on the hood of his car and grimaced. “Don’t know what happened. We were friends before we hit high school . . . .” He laughed and shook his head. “You know what? Doesn’t matter. We’re talking now. Wanna check out the sound system, or what?” 

He stepped away from me and opened the passenger side door. I focused on forward motion and hoped climbing inside the car would be answer enough. I didn’t trust myself to speak. 

The driver’s side door opened and shut. A deep inhale filled me with the rich aroma of warm leather mixed with James’ woodsy cologne. James opened his mouth just as I shivered. He frowned, started the car, and blasted the heat. 

“Better?” 

I nodded and held my hands over the fan, grateful that the car hadn’t been off long enough to cool. My fingers felt like they’d been wrapped around a freezie too long. 

Which was weird, because the temperature was pretty mild for late November. Nerves, maybe? 

“You okay?” James cupped his hands around mine and blew on them. “Does that help?” 

The heat of his breath didn’t stop at my hands. Like the softest touch, drifting up my arms, warming me up everywhere. The tiny, hairs on my flesh stirred. The intimacy made blood burn high on my cheeks. His breath smelled like mint and chocolate. I caught myself leaning forward and stopped. His bright, blue eyes were all I could see. 

A little too close. 

I eased my hands out of his grasp, sank into the black bucket seat, and choked out a single word. “Music?” 

The music came on and filled up all the empty space. The familiar beat pounded away my awkwardness. Didn’t even matter that the first lines included “sweat” and “bed.” This was my element. 

“You like Fall Out Guy?” I shouted it a second time when he leaned forward and cupped his ear. 

He finally gave up and turned the music down a little. “What?” 

I repeated the question. 

“Oh, hell yeah. They’ve got the best lyrics, and the beat’s different. Not like all that techno crap.” He shook his head. “What amazes me is that you like them. I would have figured you for the pop type”—his lips slanted up—“or maybe Emo because of Tammy.” 

That made me laugh. “No way. I’ve worked hard on her lyrical education. On her own, she’s into some weird trance stuff—” I stopped and stared at the stereo when the song changed. “Panic at the Disco! Are you serious? Turn it up!” 

James cranked up the music, a big, goofy smile on his lips. He drummed his hands on the dashboard and steering wheel while he sang along. No more cookie cutter, blond-haired, blue-eyed, dream guy. I saw the kid I’d played in the dirt with, the one who’d told his friends not to tease me. The guy with the Band-Aid. 

Music spilled from my lips like an exhale of magic, and I grinned when he stared at me. I sounded good. 

My tone dropped to match the sultry one of the vocalist. 

The passenger side door opened. Frigid air slammed into me and the chorus jammed in my throat. I looked up to see the Pomona High School goddess looming over me in all her exotic glory. Black hair flowing around her, always perfectly smooth, enhancing her striking, almost cat-like features no matter how she styled it. Flawless skin a pale golden brown. Green eyes so startlingly bright Tammy insisted she must wear contacts. 

But I didn’t hate her ‘cause she was beautiful. I hated her ‘cause she was a bitch. 

James switched off the stereo and sighed. “Hi, Amy.” 

“What the hell is she doing in your car?” Amy’s siren tone pitched high in anger. Eyes like emeralds suspended over fire flashed at me. 

The car seemed to shrink. I slouched down and willed the social obscurity that had protected me my entire life to return. 

No such luck. 

James braced his elbow on the back of my seat. “Chill out. We’re just talking.” 

Amy flipped her hair away from her face. “As if you don’t know you just made all her dreams come true.” Her glossy red lips curled in a sneer. “When you’re done with your little act of charity . . . .” 

“Act of charity?” James’ arm settled around my shoulders. His fingers stroked up my cheek. “Is that what you think this is?” 

I stiffened. He didn’t notice. 

Amy arched a perfect black brow. “That’s exactly what I think it is. I’d be charmed if I thought you were trying to make me jealous, but I really think you’d aim a little higher.” 

James chuckled and leaned closer to me. “Amy you have no idea. Not everything’s about you.” His arm slid down and his hand curved around the nape of my neck. He leaned in . . . . 

And kissed me. 

Cold caressed my lips as he backed away. 

He kissed me. Taking a deep breath, I slid back. My throat tightened around a big lump. I shook my head and stared at him. ―Why?

His smug smile fell. “Callie, I . . . .” 

No! I don’t want his excuses. I swung my feet to the space between Amy and the door, pushed up, and ran. James called me. Amy laughed. I ignored them. I wanted to get away. To get far, far away. 

Someone grabbed me. I struck out, wanting to get free. My hands were pushed down to my sides. Fingers combed my hair away from my face. 

“Callie, it’s me.” Tammy made a soft hushing sound. “Relax.” 

There were tears in my eyes. I blinked them back and scrubbed my hands over my face. Damn it. I was not going to cry. I forced a shaky smile to my lips. “You were right. He’s a dumb jock.” 

Tammy sighed and patted my back. “I’m so sorry, sweetie. If I had known it would be this bad . . . .” She led me around to the front of the school, straight across the lawn, and pulled open one of the heavy glass doors. “You want ice cream?” 

I wrinkled my nose. Too cold for ice cream. “No thanks. I want coffee.” 

The sun glared off the door and blinded me as I passed. Sight slowly returned, along with the reality of the brightly lit corridor I’d walked down every day for years. Without having anything to do with James. He had what he wanted. And what he deserved. 

“Coffee’s not known for its healing properties.” A hint of laughter sparkled in Tammy’s eyes, but the careful way she watched my face dimmed it. Her fingers traced the silver chain on her neck. “Are you sure you don’t need some therapeutic Midnight Cookies and Cream?” 

“If either of us needs therapy, it’s you. I’m fine. And anyway, since when do they have Haagen-Dazs in the cafe?” Just talking about ice cream brought on another violent shiver. I eyed her mesh shirt. “God, how the hell are you not cold?” 

Tammy frowned. “The question is why are you so cold? They must have the heat blasting in here.” Brow creased, she hooked her arm with mine. “Come on. Coffee it is. I’m buying.” 
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TAMMY SWORE FOR THE third time and pushed the contents of her overstuffed locker into place, quickly trying to close the door with her other hand before the whole mess fell out again. I stood calmly by and blew at the coffee I’d sweet-talked my English teacher into getting me from the teacher’s lounge after third period. Smelled burnt and a little bitter, but the drink was hot. I needed hot—might stop the shaking. 

Another violent shudder splashed scalding liquid on my lip. I hissed in pain. Tammy glanced over her shoulder and the locker she’d just locked sprang open. She ducked just in time to avoid getting clocked in the head by the door. Her elbow hit my wrist and knocked the coffee out of my hand. 

“Oh!” Tammy lurched forward to catch her school bag before it toppled out of her locker. Half the contents tipped out of the stuffed, unzipped bag and into the coffee puddle. 

“Sorry about that.” I knelt beside her, one hand on my throbbing lip, the other snatching papers off the ground. 

My palm brushed a rectangular piece of dark, glossed wood, and I jerked my hand back. The burn sunk into my flesh like molten metal. A pitiful whimper escaped me, and I stared at my hand, expecting welts or blisters. 

There was nothing. 

Cool fingers wrapped around my wrist. I looked up into silver-flecked green eyes, so like Tammy’s, only darker. 

Nick’s lips pressed to the very spot on my hand that hurt the worse. The pain subsided. “You shouldn’t leave your toys lying around, Tammy.” 

White as the papers in her hands, Tammy glared at her brother. “What did you do?” 

“What did I do?” He released my hand, bent down, and plucked one of the wood things off the floor. “I’m not the one with weird voodoo stuff in my bag.” 

Tammy snatched it away from him. Her eyes drifted to her locker. “You made it open . . . .” 

“No, you crammed too much stuff in there.” Nick leaned against the locker beside his sister’s and flicked a sleek strand of black hair off his face. “Care to explain to Callie how that little chunk of wood burned her hand?” 

Moving away from the coffee that was slowly spreading over the gray tiled floor, Tammy turned all her attention to shoving her things back in her bag. “I didn’t see a burn.” 

Nick helped me to my feet and clucked his tongue. “Try again.” 

I had the distinct impression that Nick was intentionally putting his sister on the spot. Loyalty demanded that I stop him. Bewilderment kept me quiet. 

Tammy gave me a helpless look. “Sorry, Callie. Maybe there was still some turpentine on it . . . .” 

“Better.” Nick laughed. “I take it Callie’s not in your shop class?” 

I stared at Tammy’s bag. “You made those in shop class?” 

“Yeah.” Tammy’s hand fluttered up to her neck. She palmed the pendant hidden under her shirt and avoided my steady gaze. 

So I turned to Nick. “Thank you for . . . whatever that was.” I flipped the inquisition on him. “How did you do that anyway?” 

Nick kissed the tips of his fingers and pressed them to my bottom lip. I hadn’t even realized it was still hurting until his touch made it stop. “Haven’t you heard?” He shifted a little closer to me. “My touch is magic.” 

Tammy stood and pushed between us. “Stop.” 

“What?” Nick said, holding up his hands, all innocence. When Tammy didn’t answer, he looked back at me. “Can I take you out to replace the coffee?” 

I rubbed my arms and shook my head. “No thanks. I’ve got to . . . .” My gaze drifted over to Tammy as I scrambled for a valid excuse. 

She kept her eyes fixed on her books. Big help. 

Nick shrugged and stepped away from the lockers. “Maybe some other time.” 

He strolled down along the corridor and deep, dark shadows swept out, swirling around him like oily mist. I wanted to rub my eyes and scrub away the illusion, but I couldn’t move. The warped scene mesmerized me. He mesmerized me. His footsteps echoed, a steady, entrancing beat into the quiet hall. Too quiet. My pulse thudded hard and fast in my skull as reason clawed to the surface. There should have been a hundred people walking around. Class hadn’t started yet. And yet there was no one . . . no one but Nick. 

A blink and Nick was gone. The halls were as they’d always been. Only noisier and more packed than I had ever seen them, as though time was trying to make up for those few lost seconds. 

Note to self. Switch to decaf. 

I faced Tammy. “What was that all about?” 

Hugging her school bag, eyes closed, Tammy let out a rough exhale. “Can we talk about this later?” She cleared her throat before I could get a word in and gave me a strained smile. “I want to hear about what your music teacher said. Is Madame . . . ?” Her brow creased. “Well, you know. Is she coming to help you guys prep for the summer competition?” 

I sighed and fiddled with the buttons on my jacket. “Promise you’ll tell me later?” 

“Fine.” 

I let it go. She’d get a temporary reprieve, but only because she’d brought up the one subject that—besides not making me feel like I was going crazy—naturally trumped all else. “Yes, she’s coming. The audition’s scheduled for after school. We’ve been practicing like crazy, because whether it was her or the no-name guy, only the people that pass are getting in.” I made my way toward my locker, Tammy at my side, and smiled at the thought. “Nicole Dubois is supposed to be real hard core, and she’s only taking on five students. I have to be one of them . . . .” 

A chill slid up my spin like someone had put an ice cube down my shirt while I was standing on my head. I tugged my jacket tighter around me and just kept talking. “My dad accompanied me on guitar last night. He’s really excited. There were no opportunities like this when he was in school . . . .” 

The bell rang. Tammy frowned at the ceiling and quickened her pace. “I’ve got remedial math. You?” 

“Free period,” I said, biting back a smile. 

She stomped her foot. “Uck, I hate you!” 

I stuck out my tongue and laughed. “Meet you at lunch?” 

“No.” She turned to walk backwards for a bit when I slowed down. “But I’ll see you in history class.” 

Before I could object, she took off. 

Only twice—that I could remember—had Tammy acted this strange. When her mother left, and when she’d dated Trevor Clay over the summer. Both instances had been understandable. Both times, I’d been patient and waited for Tammy to come around. I’d regretted it. Tammy wasn’t the type to ask for help, and she could have used my support. By not pushing a little harder, I’d been a lousy friend. I wasn’t doing that again. 

I spent my free period in the library and went on a hunt for Tammy when the lunch bell rang. She was nowhere to be found, so I tried her phone, assuming she’d gone home. There was no answer, and it was too late to go to her house. 

But she was so getting the third degree when she got back. 

* * * * *
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All around me, it was all I could hear. 

Tick tock. Tick tock. 

A clock I couldn’t see. Then the whispers came. Disembodied whispers making offers of things I wanted so badly. Something coming, close, so close . . . just out of reach . . . . 

I opened my eyes and breathed out a white mist, as if I was sitting outside rather than against my locker. My half-eaten lunch sat on the brown paper bag I’d set on the floor beside me. My history book was still open on my lap. 

I’d fallen asleep. 

Hands shaking, I leaned back against my locker and slid my feet along the scuffed gray tiles until my book, with sheet music covering the pages, was all I could see. One glimpse of the language of little black notes calmed me. I remembered what I’d been doing. Studying history for the test in fifth period. 

Distracted by the sudden urge to practice my piece for the audition, I’d taken out my music. Then apparently drifted off. Into a dark place with loud clocks. Well, there were only two periods left before the big moment. Might explain the internal countdown. 

Granted, if I didn’t get into the vocal training, I could still try out for the competition . . . . 

But if I wasn’t selected out of twenty of my peers, what chance did I have against hundreds of contenders? There was no way I was going to let that happen. 

The hall was empty, most everyone either in the lunchroom or just out. I checked my watch. Still time to practice the chorus that I’d been struggling with, to see if I had it down pat. I sung it softly, checked the notes, and went over it again, just a little louder. 

“Wow.” 

My head shot up, and I had to prop my hand at my side to keep from falling over. Several sheets slid off my lap. I closed the book and reached for them before he had a chance to. 

James braced his hand on the locker above my head and let out a heavy sigh. “Look, Callie. About before . . . .” 

I stood and held my book against my chest, arms crossed over it. “I don’t want to talk about it.” 

“Fine.” He gestured at the book. “So what are you studying? Civil war?” 

Rolling my eyes, I leaned back against the lockers. “Yes. I find singing the dates makes them easier to remember.” 

A little dimple dented his right cheek when he grinned. For some reason it made me want to kick him. He had no right to be hot and cute at the same time. “You know, they say that actually works.” 

“Great. Try some sing-alongs with your beef-head buddies. Might help them remember the plays.” Petty to bring up, since the Panthers lost more games than they won, but I couldn’t help it. Him being nice made it hard to be mad. 

James pressed his knuckles against his thigh. All four cracked before he spoke again. “Don’t be like that Callie. Look, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have . . . .” 

Those beautiful blue eyes were going to make me forgive him. Rather than let them, I turned my attention to my locker, knelt down so I could open it, and put my books away. “No. You shouldn’t have. But you did. What do you want from me?” 

When I drew my hand from my locker, he pushed it closed. His hand wrapped around my wrist, and he pulled me to my feet. 

The heat of his big, muscular body pouring over me made the I-have-ever-right-to-be-pissed feeling roll over and play dead. What the hell was I so upset about? Him kissing me? Seriously? 

Yeah, seriously. He has a girlfriend. 

Right. I twisted my wrist out of his grasp, took a step back, and glared at his chest. 

He crossed his arms. “Look. I’m having a party on Friday. Why don’t you come? For old times’ sakes.” 

The sound I made as I stifled a laugh by pressing my lips together was like a full, unknotted balloon being released. I met his eyes and kept my tone light. “A party? With all your football buddies and your sweet girlfriend? Really?” I cocked my head like I was thinking it over. “I don’t know James. What would I wear?” 

James sucked his teeth, looked ready to come up with a smart-ass remark, and then changed tactics at the last second. He took me in with a slow caress of his eyes. “I don’t know. That looks pretty good.” 

Ugh! Jerk! I made a face and moved to pass him. He grabbed my arm. I stepped on his foot. 

“Ow! Callie!” James laughed, held his hands up, palms out in full I-mean-you-no-harm style, and stepped back. “You aren’t seriously going to hold one little kiss against me . . . ?” 

My raised brow answered that. 

He wasn’t giving up yet. The guy was used to getting his own way. “I said I was sorry . . . .” 

“And?” 

“I had fun hanging out with you.” He let out an aggravated huff. “We used to be friends.” 

Oh, he is annoyed. And I was having too much fun to stop. “Ten years ago.” 

“Can’t we at least try to get some of that back? I haven’t been able to be myself like that in . . . .” 

For a second, he’d almost had me. The fact that what he said sounded way too close to what I’d been thinking put my guard right back up. “Not my problem.” 

He blinked. “What?” 

I smirked. “What? Bitchiness surprises you? Woulda figured you’d be used to it.” 

Sure I’d left him too stunned for any more “sorrys,” I swiveled on my heel, heading the wrong way, but determined to get away from him before I got a chance to regret what I’d said. 

His soft voice stopped me in my tracks. “I deserved that. And you’re right. I am used to it. Something I could probably talk to a ‘friend’ about.” 

Guilt nagged me into facing him. “I’m not coming to the party, James.” 

I stepped back. He was a lot closer than I’d thought. 

“Just think about it,” he said. “That’s all I ask.” 

A smile crept to my lips. “I’ll think about forgiving you. I might even think about being your friend.” I let the smile loose. “But I’m not coming to the party.” 

The bell rang. Doors slammed open, heavy footfalls and voices littered the hall. The place seemed to become crowded suddenly, but thinking back, I realized people had been trickling in for a while. It bugged me that James could distract me that much. 

James walked backwards to join his friends. “You’ll change your mind.” 

I shook my head, racked my brain for a comeback, and then changed my mind. Wouldn’t have sounded as smooth as it did in my head. James disappeared around a corner, and I headed to my next class. 

A chill crawled up my spine, and I felt the weight of someone’s eyes on me. Amy was standing just down the hall with her clique. The bright fluorescents overhead lent a faint glow to her jewel-toned irises. She looked surprised. And homicidal. 

I really didn’t want to be on Amy’s radar. In either sense. Girls like me wanted to be Amy, not compete with her. 

After ripping my I-am-prey gaze from Amy’s predatory stare, I hunched my shoulders and sprinted to class. This was all James’ fault. 

Stubborn, arrogant . . . . 

No, not arrogant. Maybe . . . misguided. 

Argh. I’m forgiving him already. 

Tammy joined me on the way to history class. After a few failed, not so subtle attempts to get her to talk about why she’d disappeared at lunch, I filled her in on the little exchange. She didn’t look happy. 

It was most obvious when she jumped ahead to block my way just steps from the classroom. “So are you going to the party or not?” 

I put my hand on her shoulder and nudged her out of the way so I could slide into the classroom. “You really haven’t been listening, have you?” 

“I’ve been listening. The guy crushed you this morning, and now you’re all giddy that he deigned to apologize.” 

“I am not giddy.” I peered at her through the layers of dark brown hair that slipped over my face as I took my seat. “So what’s with the voodoo dominoes?” 

“Don’t change the subject!” 

“What subject? You get to be a closed book, but I’ve got to spill everything?” 

That shut her up, but not for long. Twice during class, she tried to get my attention. My only response was a secretive smile. 

If she didn’t know me well enough to answer the question herself, she’d have to wait until Friday to find out. 
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Chapter Three 
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I STUMBLED OUT OF the auditorium staring at the paper in my hand, seeing nothing but the words displayed before me. Exactly what I’d wanted. It couldn’t be real. 

“So?” Tammy sprang on me the second I cleared the door. 

I looked up, took a deep breath, and grinned from ear to ear. “I got in!” 

Tammy screeched, jumping up and down like I’d just one the lottery—which was exactly how I felt—before stopping at my side to peer down at the paper. “This is awesome! I’m so happy for you Callie!” She flung her arm around the back of my neck. “We’ve got to do something to celebrate. Why don’t you come over to my house and . . . ?” 

I shook my head as we started walking down the hall. After folding the acceptance letter from the audition like the paper was precious silk, I slid it and the permission form for my parents into the inner pocket of my jacket. “And hang out with Nick?” 

“Nick won’t bother us.” 

My skin crawled at just the thought of how untrue that statement was. “Nick always stares at me. Like today . . . .” 

“I get it. You’d rather have James staring at you.” 

I gave her the dirty look she deserved. “What’s your issue with James anyway? I admitted he was a jerk. He apologized.” Hell, if she wanted to go back to the stuff we’d agreed to set aside before the audition that was fine with me. “Speaking of Nick . . . .” 

“We were talking about James—” 

I went on as if I hadn’t heard her. “How’d he do it?” 

Tammy’s eyes narrowed. “He’s talented in subliminal messaging. Must have caught on to the fact that you’ve gone guy crazy, and used it to convince you he’s got special powers.” 

“Funny. Really.” 

“Why are you obsessing over this? You should have forgotten it already!” Tammy stopped, lips parted, as though she’d said something she wished she could take back. 

“Why should I have forgotten it?” My words came out slowly, carefully. Maybe we were finally getting somewhere. 

“You forgot about what James did.” 

I groaned. “I didn’t forget. The whole point was us being friends and that might actually happen now.” 

“Good for you.” Tammy tugged up the collar of her shirt— jacket flung over her arm—and strode out the front door of the school, her pace forcing me to run to catch up. 

Seemed like I was always doing that. 

“Can we drop it?” I asked, just as a gust of cold wind pressed against me, making the thick wool of my jacket feel like tissue paper. 

Tammy just kept walking, completely unaffected. “That’s a very good idea.” 

“You promised to tell me about the . . . .” 

The cold. The cold was back. Inside me, numbing me, whispering in my ear. I made out only one word. 

Forget. 

My mind went blank. 

Tammy stopped short. I slammed into her, and we both fell into the grass by the parking lot. Even from the ground, her eyes continued to trace a path across the lot ahead. The sound of wheels skidding on asphalt came to a halt steps away from us. I lifted my head and spotted Nick in his big, black car. He winked at me and blew his sister a kiss. 

A shiver ran through me. Under the dry grass, the dirt felt like ice. Getting up would be smart, but I couldn’t make myself stand. I went from shivering to shaking, muffled a giggle with my hand, and then burst out laughing. 

Of all the stupid things to fight about. 

Tammy sat up and looked at me, brows drawn together. “What’s so funny?” 

I pushed myself up onto my knees and took some time to catch my breath. Watching the air turn white as it left me, I regained enough control to decide it was too cold to talk while sitting on the ground. I stood and helped Tammy to her feet and then brushed my hands over my pants to get rid of the clinging, dead grass. “Are we seriously arguing about whether I, Callie Michaels, should consider the football star or the captain of the debate team? I just got accepted to take singing lessons with Nicole Dubois. Do you know how many stars she’s trained?” 

“Yes, but—” 

“I’ve had my miracle for the millennium, thank you very much. James kissed me to piss off Amy, and Nick just wants to get in my pants.” I waited for her hesitant nod before finalizing my point. “You’d hate me with either guy. It’s a non-issue, so let’s just go to my place, stuff our faces with junk food, and blast my stereo until the neighbors call the cops.” 

“Really?” 

“No. Not really. We’ll keep the stereo to just over reasonable, you’ll stuff your face, and I’ll nibble.” 

Tammy giggled. “I’ll eat an extra box of Smarties just for you, honey.” 

I shoved her, and we ran the rest of the way to my house. My lungs were burning by the time we got there, but I didn’t care. I wondered a little about why Tammy looked so relieved, but I didn’t dwell. What I wanted more than anything in the world was finally within reach. From that point on, I could handle anything. 

* * * * *
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“A hundred dollars a lesson?” 

I sat across from my parents, the acceptance letter and permission form open on the solid oak kitchen table. The grin that hadn’t left my face all evening wilted. I swallowed and watched my parents exchange a look. 

This couldn’t be happening. 

My father cleared his throat. “Callie . . . .” 

I took a deep breath. “If it’s about the money, you don’t have to worry. The money in my savings—” 

“Is for college.” My mother’s tone was firm. Supportive as she was, forgetting Plan B wasn’t an option. 

With a curt nod, I stood. “Fine. I’ll get a job.” 

“You’ll have to work twenty hours a week just to pay for your lessons, Callie.” My father took my hand. “Your grades will suffer and—” 

“No they won’t! Please. I promise I’ll keep my grades up. This is a once in a lifetime shot! You know that!” I met the grayish blue eyes that were so like mine, the eyes of the father who’d taught me to reach for the stars. “Don’t take it away from me.” 

The edge of my father’s lip lifted just a little. Which gave me hope. “Fine. I’ll make you a deal. We’ll take the money from your savings for the first two lessons. That gives you a week to find a job.” 

My grin came back. “Deal.” I kissed him on the cheek, rushed over to hug my mother, and then half slid, half ran on the smooth kitchen tiles that led to the door. “I swear to you, you won’t regret this!” 

I darted into the hallway then turned and popped my head back into the kitchen. 

“Goodnight!” 

I heard my parents’ responses on the way up the stairs. Falling on my bed, I let out a sigh of relief. An anvil of exhaustion hit me. Between the excitement of the day, my laughing and dancing with Tammy most of the evening, and the narrow escape with my parents, I was beat. And to think, from this point on, things would get even more hectic. 
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Chapter Four 
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‘DIDN’T WANT TO BUG you, but I heard you passed the audition. Congrats. See you at my party Friday. James.’ 

After refolding the little note that I’d found in my locker, I stuffed it in my back pocket and shook my head. That guy was too much. Didn’t want to bug me? What was he playing at? 

I decided to head to the cafeteria where James usually went for lunch and confront him. Well maybe ‘confront’ was the wrong word. Interrogate was more like it. 

It briefly occurred to me that I should be nervous, but I wasn’t. James claimed he wanted to be friends. Friends talked. 

It was really very simple. 

The racket in the cafeteria was deafening. In the two-and-change years I’d been at Pomona High School, I’d eaten in here just a handful of times. It hadn’t changed. 

To the left was the line for whatever foul-smelling slop was on the menu today. To the right there were a dozen long, bench tables. The young and unpopular had the tables closest to the inner door. The popular and the senior were closest to the exit. 

For a split second before I crossed the threshold, I pictured everyone stopping and gaping at me. The cafeteria wasn’t like class or the parking lot. It was enclosed. Nowhere to run to and nowhere to hide. And I didn’t have to be here. 

I touched the note in my pocket, took a deep breath, and stepped into the room. No one so much as glanced my way until I reached James’ table. There, half the heads lifted in a way that made me wonder if they thought I’d brought pizza, like the aroma of a meat lover’s special had drifted to them before me. 

James stopped his animated conversation with the guy next to him and grinned. “Hey! Joining us for lunch?” 

Giggles erupted from the other side of the table. “She wishes.” Amy leaned forward and gave me one of her patented once-overs. “Then again if she’s hungry—and it looks like she usually is—I’m sure one of us has something to spare her. You don’t mind your meat a little raw, do you Callie?” 

Standing, James slammed his hands on the table, and fairly growled. “Watch it, Amy.” 

Amy glared at him for a minute then averted her eyes, to study her nails as though they’d suddenly become fascinating. 

James sat and turned his attention back to me—all relaxed, like we were gonna pretend the macho crap hadn’t happened. 

Too bad I’m a singer and not an actress. I gave him a nice, uber-fake smile. “I wanted to thank you for the note. It was nice.” 

So much for my curiosity. My dad taught me that guys should treat girls with respect. No matter how much of a bitch Amy was, James was her boyfriend. He shouldn’t talk to her like that. 

And I had no real reason to be there anymore. I swiveled on my heel and then bolted across the lunchroom. Now people were watching me. 

I blame James. 

He caught up to me in the hall. “Let’s not do this again, Callie. Let me explain.” 

Skidding to a stop, I gasped to catch my breath, then faced him. “You don’t need to explain anything to me, James. This is none of my business.” 

“Maybe not. But it is my business if you’re going to think I’m an ass without giving me a chance to redeem myself.” 

I checked my watch. “There’s a few minutes until the bell. Let’s hear it.” 

Taking my wrist and turning my watch so he could see it, James arched a brow at me. “Twenty minutes. Don’t be difficult.” 

Cocking my hip and folding my arms over my ribs, I gave him a level look. 

“I have a cousin with a weight problem. A real weight problem. She’d smack you if you even suggested that you were fat.” He shrugged. “Maybe I shouldn’t talk to Amy like that, but she should know better.” 

“You’re making excuses.” I tapped my foot, ready for the conversation to be over. 

“You never get pissed?” 

“I get pissed. But I show respect to the people I care about.” 

“Respect is earned.” 

He had a point, and I could agree that Amy didn’t earn it from anyone. “Why in the world are you dating her if you don’t respect her?” 

“It’s complicated.” He turned and started walking. 

The curiosity was back, so I followed. “Confiding in friends complicated?” 

That got me a sidelong glance. “Confiding in good friends. That I can trust.” 

“You can trust me.” I said the words before I realized how silly they sounded. Just the day before I’d pointed out that our friendship was a decade gone. We were starting from scratch. I couldn’t expect him to bare his soul so soon. “Fine. Let’s go back to square one. Things were a lot less complicated when we were discussing cars and music.” 

James put his arm around me and hugged me against his side. “Now you’re talking.” 

I ducked under his arm without stopping and shook my head. “You can’t keep doing that.” 

“Why not?” Holding the door open, he watched me walk by with his brow furrowed. His confusion seemed so genuine I couldn’t help but laugh. 

“What do you mean, ‘Why not?’ You have a girlfriend. Hanging on other girls isn’t kosher.” 

“I mean what I said. We’re friends. What’s the big deal?” 

Without saying so we’d decided on his car as a destination. Following his lead, I rested against the hood, eyes on the sky, and let out a heavy exhale. “Let’s be friends, for just a little longer, before you do that. Okay?” 

James nodded. We both relaxed and enjoyed the rest of our time chatting about random stuff. He told me more about his car, happy to answer all my questions. I told him about my vocal training and the upcoming competition. 

The second bell rang before I checked my watch, making us both late. We ran into the school together and parted in the hall. Since I didn’t make a habit of being late, my science teacher, Ms. Parness, let it slide with nothing more than a look of disapproval. Tammy, however, wouldn’t let it go that easily. 

“Where were you?” She said without moving her lips when the teacher’s back was turned. 

I pretended to take down notes when the teacher finished writing on the board and faced us, rambling about what she’d written. When she turned again, I leaned closer to Tammy. “In the parking lot. Where were you?” 

Tammy’s soft golden hair slid over her face as she dropped her head. 

“Is there a problem Miss Michaels?” Ms. Parness approached my desk. Lips pinched together, all the wrinkles on her forehead stretched out as her brows drew inward. She stopped at my side and studied Tammy for a moment before turning to me. “Was there something you needed to ask?” 

I snapped the lead of my pencil beneath the desk and held it up for inspection. “Yes, ma’am.” I met Tammy’s eyes. “Do you have a sharpener, Miss Hale?” 

A few snickers sounded around us. Ms. Parness frowned at me and headed back to the front of the class. I accepted Tammy’s sharpener with a whispered thanks. We waited until the end of class to continue talking. 

“I had to go home to change my shirt. I cut myself.” Tammy’s left hand made a fist over the cuff of her long sleeve. This shirt was black; the one before had been white. Made sense. 

The cut must have been pretty bad to have needed a change of clothes, though. Worried, I took Tammy’s hand and tugged the sleeve out of the way. Knowing Tammy, she needed stitches and had just taped gauze over it. 

Several layers of tightly wrapped bandage held a thick wad of gauze pressed to her wrist. Soaked through with blood, just as I’d expected. But instead of a thick, crusty red line—which would have been the result of a slip of anything from a protractor to the saws she used in the elective woodworking class she took—there was a clear circle on the underside of her wrist curving from one side to the other. 

Like a bite. No. A dog bite would be worse. Unless the dog was small. Maybe a raccoon . . . . 

She might need a rabies shot. 

Tammy hated hospitals—her mom always took care of her every medical need at home. But her mom was gone. And this could be serious. 

“What happened?” I kept my tone at mildly concerned, trying to figure out how I’d convince her to see a doctor. “Did something bite you?” 

Tammy jerked her wrist out of my grasp and covered it with her sleeve. “Don’t be stupid. I cut myself. I told you that already.” 

I frowned. “Jeez. You don’t have to get so testy about it. The shape just looks weird. I’m worried.” 

A deep inhale, then Tammy smoothed her features. I watched the careful change and wondered what was going on in her head. Her next words didn’t reassure me in the least. 

“Sorry. I just feel like an idiot, and it smarts like hell.” She made a face. “I didn’t tighten the drill bit properly, and it spun out. You know I hate looking like some dumb chick in front of all the guys.” 

The explanation made sense. Tammy was one of only three girls in the class. A mistake like that would be embarrassing. I didn’t entirely buy it, but I would let it go. For now. 

Tammy wasn’t about to give me the same courtesy. “So, you were hanging out with James again?” 

I stopped in the doorway of our last class, Advanced Spanish, and shifted my books from one arm to the other. They were getting heavy. “Yes. I tried talking to him in the lunchroom but . . . well you know how it is there.” 

“Viper’s nest.” Tammy muttered before continuing into the classroom. She took her seat, looked up just long enough to see we still had a sub, and leaned back in her chair. “Why would you want to be around them? They treat each other like crap.” 

That brought to mind the way James had spoken to Amy. Since I didn’t want to give Tammy another reason to hate him, I kept it to myself. “Did I tell you my parents are letting me take the vocal lessons?” 

With a very unladylike snort, Tammy leaned forward and started scribbling something in her book. I took her cue and bent over my books as well. The sub strolled down the aisle between us. I looked up, jotted down the assignment from the blackboard, glanced over my shoulder to make sure the teacher was out of hearing, and then set down my pen. 

Keeping my eyes down, I spoke through the corner of my mouth. “What’s so funny?” 

Tammy curled a strand of hair around her finger and smirked at me. “The fact that you’re pretending there was ever any doubt. You wanna keep this thing between you and James to yourself, fine. I couldn’t care less.” 

A very uncomfortable silence followed her last cutting remark. Never having endured Tammy’s cold criticism, I didn’t know what to make of it now. Nor did I know what to make of her grabbing her books when the last bell rang and sprinting out of the class before I could follow. Something was up, something more than her dislike of James and the crowd he hung with. 

With the intent of catching up with Tammy and demanding an explanation, I hurried to my locker, grabbed my bag and jacket, and ran down the hall. The crowd gathered near the exit forced me to weave through a tight press of bodies. It occurred to me that there were more people trying to leave in a hurry than usual, but I dismissed the thought. Tammy was a lot faster than I was, and if I didn’t hurry I would miss her. 

Pushing the glass door open, I stepped out into a mangled fray. People around me were shouting and cheering. Someone hit the wall inches from me with a thud. I looked over and a big elbow jabbed toward me. I squeezed my eyes shut. 

A firm grip jerked me out of harm’s way. Opening my eyes, I saw James’ smiling face. His blue eyes sparkled with mirth. 

“Your sense of timing is impeccable.” He tucked a strand of hair behind my ear. 

With a strangled laugh, I positioned myself at his side to watch the fight. “I was just about to tell you the same thing.” 

At a safer distance, I was able to take in what was happening. Two of James’ friends—a large black guy named Terrance and a slight, pale guy whose name I couldn’t recall—were fighting. Either that or trying to kill each another. Disturbing to say the least, but what surprised me more was that the smaller guy was holding his own. 

I leaned closer to James, prepared to ask him what the fight was about, when I noticed Amy standing at the other side of the crowd circling the opponents. A dainty little brunette was clinging to her arm, rising up on her toes to whisper something in Amy’s ear. Amy nodded and pointed at Terrance. The brunette squealed and smoothed her hair like she wanted to make sure she looked perfect. 

Squeezing James’ arm to get his attention, I jerked my chin in the direction of the girls. “Are they fighting over her?” 

James’ brow lifted and he nodded. “Very observant. Yeah. That’s Jenny. They both asked her to my party. She’ll go with whoever wins.” 

Incredible. It was worse than I’d thought. Not only were the guys fighting over a girl, she was acting like she wanted them to. Guess she’d missed the whole feminist movement. 

The fight ended with Terrance kneeing the other guy in the gut and slamming his face into the wall. Holding him down, Terrance knelt at his side, mouth close to his throat. He said something I couldn’t make out. The smaller guy nodded. Terrance helped him to his feet and patted him on the back. 

I watched, horrified, as Terrance walked over to Jenny and lifted her into his arms, planting a solid kiss on her lips. 

“And that’s what you call ‘failure
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