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‘Bloody hell, I knew I shouldn’t have come,’ mumbled Jaz as the sweaty, skimpily clothed bodies danced around her.

For one, she was under-age and technically wasn’t allowed in the nightclub. Two, she couldn’t find her best friend, Taylor; he’d gone to get drinks and probably got lost in the smoky, strobe-lit room. Three, she’d noticed a very drunk girl, one she knew but didn’t like, being carted off towards the exit door by two creepy-looking blokes. And four, instead of all this, she could have been back at her other best friend Anna’s house in her pjs eating popcorn, watching a movie and minding her own business. Anna, who lived two houses away from Jaz, was at home being her alibi so she could come to the club with Taylor. 

If only she could mind her own business now. But Jasmine Thomas had a problem: she couldn’t help but smell foul play. How she had the ability to sniff out trouble, she wasn’t sure, though Anna would say it was because she created most of it herself. Sadly, Anna was probably right.

Jasmine put her hands on her hips and shifted her sore feet, her mind whirling. Sure, she could keep dancing, but the conspiratorial smirk those two guys had shared kept haunting her. She knew what they planned to do with that girl. At school Minka treated Jaz like scum while she pranced around with her dad’s silver spoon in her mouth, but she still didn’t deserve what she was about to get. No woman did.

With a shake of her head, Jaz pushed her way through the crowd in the direction she saw the guys take Minka. A few steps later she hit a hard chest and looked up ready to apologise, but her words caught in her mouth. A very tall, very sexy bouncer wearing a tight black T-shirt that showed every muscle had rendered her speechless. His eyes stayed on her; she couldn’t tell their colour because of the lights in the club, but they seemed dark. He didn’t smile, but she liked the way he studied her; it showed curiosity, not aggression. At least someone appreciated her slinky black dress, even if it wasn’t the person she had worn it for. Hot bouncer guy drew his eyes away from her face and placed his strong hands on her arms, shuffling her to the side so he could continue past. He left a lasting imprint on her skin as he dissolved into the crowd. It wasn’t that he’d been rough but more that she could feel his strength. Jaz shook her head slightly, remembering that she had been on a mission before the hot guy had stolen her thoughts.

She flexed her fingers and rolled her shoulders. Things were about to get ugly. ‘I knew I should have worn my boots,’ she mumbled. But Anna had insisted her commando boots didn’t go with her little black dress. Jaz begged to differ; her boots went with everything and they were wonderfully durable and comfortable.

As she broke free of the dancing crowd, she pushed through the exit door. Another bouncer in a black shirt stood nearby. He didn’t even glance at her; he was probably asleep with his eyes open. She couldn’t blame him, there were blokes carrying girls out of this nightclub all the time, why would he suspect foul play in this case? It probably wasn’t in his job description to care unless someone was punching someone inside the bar.

Outside was a narrow alleyway; the left led back to the main street, the right went deeper and darker. The light above the exit door illuminated the alleyway six metres either side.

Jaz shuddered as she thought of what might happen if she tried to stop this, and for half a second she wondered if she should go back and ask the bouncer to help.

Minka’s whimpers caught her attention and she automatically followed the sound. ‘Minka Schubach, you had better thank me,’ she hissed to herself as she saw them just on the edge of the light.

Jaz could hear Minka’s feet dragging along the pavement.

‘Come on, sweetheart, we’ll make your night,’ said one of the guys as he held her face and began to kiss her.

Minka groaned again. She was hanging limply in their arms but trying to move her head away from him.

‘You hold her first,’ said the guy who had tried to kiss her. He sounded too excited and Jaz instantly felt shivers up her spine. Stepping towards them quickly, she spoke up.

‘Hey, is she okay?’ Jaz tried to sound like a concerned bystander.

She saw one of the guys panic, his eyes widening. But the other one turned to her and smiled. He was older, mid-twenties, which made preying on a seventeen-year-old much worse. He had barbed wire tattooed around his neck and was quite solid, but she was sure she could take him if she had to.

‘Yeah, she’s okay. Just too much to drink. We’ll look after her,’ said barbed-wire guy.

‘Here, I’ll help.’ Jaz stepped closer, wondering how this was going to play out. Would she spook them enough to dump and run or would they fight for their prize?

‘No. She’s my girlfriend. I can handle it,’ said barbed-wire, this time with more grit. There was something nasty in his eyes and his pupils like pin heads. It was time to try a new tact. 

‘I don’t think she has a boyfriend. Minka, are you okay?’ Jaz spoke to the drunk girl. Reaching out a hand, she touched her shoulder.

Minka mumbled something incoherent as her head hung loosely.

‘What should we do?’ asked barbed-wire’s skittish mate. He had long, skinny arms like a monkey and looked ready to split.

‘How about I take her home?’ said Jaz.

‘How about you piss off now before I get angry? Unless you want to join us?’ Barbed-wire raked his eyes over Jasmine’s body, his smile showing just how much he liked what he saw. Jaz instantly wanted to take a bath in disinfectant.

‘That’s it,’ she said firmly. ‘I’ve had enough. Just hand her over and be on your way.’ Jaz held out her arm.

Barbed-wire grunted, pushed Minka into his mate and stepped towards Jaz. But Jaz didn’t give him time to touch her. She knew surprise would be her best option. Reaching out she grabbed his wrist, spun him around, pulled his arm up his back, and pushed him face-first up against the wall. ‘Did you not understand what I said?’

‘Bitch!’ he yelled. ‘Do something,’ he growled out to his mate as he tried to shake Jaz off. But she tightened her grip on his arm and yanked it higher.

‘What the hell?’

Jaz almost laughed at his shock. ‘Yeah, I bet you didn’t expect that from little ol’ me, now, did you?’

Behind them, his mate dropped Minka to the ground and stepped towards Jaz. She pushed forward on the guy she held so she could kick out behind with her foot, aiming for the approaching guy’s crotch.

‘Ooooh.’ Clutching at his groin, monkey-arms went down like a sack of spuds.

‘Huh, maybe these shoes aren’t so bad after all,’ she said admiring the points on Anna’s black high heels.

While she was busy admiring her shoes her detainee managed to use his weight to pull from her grip, turning and ready to swing a hit at her face. But she blocked it and landed one on his jaw. And while he was getting over the shock of that, she gave him another one in the kidneys. Had he been a bit bigger she’d have to hit him in the groin too, but for now the kidneys would probably suffice.

‘Do you want to stay and play some more with me? Huh? Like taking advantage of girls, do you?’ She watched him think as she held her arms up ready and eager for a fight, hoping he’d take another swing. She was fired up now, she wanted to make this sicko hurt.

Instead, he backed away down the alley towards the main road, holding his bleeding nose and leaving his mate to hobble behind him. ‘Crazy bitch,’ he yelled as he went.

Jaz watched them until they had turned the corner before turning back to Minka.

Grabbing her arm, she helped Minka up off the ground. Her legs were dirty and she looked like a beggar, her gold dress smeared with dirt and stained with spilt drinks. Her hair was a tangled mess and she reeked of alcohol. What would Daddy think of his rich little girl now? Jaz felt only the slightest bit of pity. 

‘Are you okay?’ she asked just as Minka bent over and hurled. Jaz stepped back. ‘Ah, gross. Some thanks,’ she said screwing up her nose.

After Minka finished, Jaz pulled her arm over her shoulder and guided her back to the main road. Minka’s steps were shaky and she stumbled just as the hot bouncer opened the exit door to let two more girls out. He paused when he saw Jaz, his eyes flicking to Minka and then back to her, his eyebrow raised. Jaz gave him a smile to reassure him. Actually, the smile came naturally upon seeing his rippling arms. Man, he was fit.

The corner of his lips almost curved up as he shut the door, and Jaz had a feeling that if he’d smiled fully it would have softened that hard soldier-boy look he was rocking.

On the main street Jaz helped Minka sit against the nightclub wall. She was looking more with it, trying to push her blonde hair away from her face. She recognised Jaz, pulling a face she hissed like a cat stuck in a room with the dog she hates.

Jaz ignored her, but imagined knocking that expression from her face with her knuckles. With a sigh she pulled her phone from her bra and called for an Uber.

When it arrived she tried to help Minka into the car, but she shook her off, offering a glare instead of thanks. Yep, there was the Minka she knew.

‘Jaz!’ She turned to see Taylor jogging towards her, his long legs fluid with each step. ‘Is everything okay?’

Jaz sighed. Taylor was perfect. He was the Mr Dreamy of Saint Christian College with his gorgeous tan, flawless skin, sexy smile and those summers’ day blue eyes. He was a Michelangelo sculpture, chiselled and smooth. His jeans hugged his waist and the two top buttons were undone on his black dress shirt taking her focus for the moment. 

He was also her best friend.

‘Yeah, just sending Minka home.’ Jaz leaned in and gave the Uber driver Minka’s address as Minka sat staring out the window at Taylor. Jaz wasn’t the only one who found him divine.

‘See ya.’ Jaz shut the door, and Minka shot her another one of her famous glares. Still no offer of thanks. Typical. Did Minka not realise what she’d just been saved from? Did she not care? Maybe she was too busy being angry because it was Jaz who saved her.

‘What happened?’ asked Taylor as he watched the Uber leave.

‘Two guys were taking her down the alley for a good time. No matter how mean she is, no one deserves that,’ she said with a shrug.

Taylor’s eyes shot open in surprise and then he smiled. Jaz did her best not to melt.

‘I would ask if you’re okay, but I know better. I’m sure the other guys ended up worse?’ Taylor reached for her hand, inspecting the redness appearing on her knuckles. ‘Looks like you gave them a few?’

‘Yeah, they didn’t want to walk away. I had to convince them.’

Taylor sighed. ‘I know you can take care of yourself, Jaz, but I still worry. You should’ve got help. Don’t go off on your own, please?’

Jaz liked the way he kept hold on her hand and squeezed it gently.

‘I know. I didn’t think, I just acted. Next time I’ll get help, okay?’ Although Jaz doubted she would. She never stopped long enough to think about the danger factor.

‘No, let’s just hope there’s no next time.’ Taylor shook his head, as if he wasn’t sure what to do with her. ‘Do you want to go back inside?’ He let go of her hand and placed it on her shoulder and smiled before sniffing the air and wriggling his nose.

‘Um, no. Minka was sick and there seems to be a lingering smell. I wanna go home and shower for a long, long time.’

‘Hmm, good plan. Come on, let’s share an Uber,’ said Taylor, shooting her a sympathetic smile.

It took three minutes for one to arrive and they both slid into the back, Taylor gave the driver directions. Heavy drum African music filled the car, rendering them both silent for the duration of the trip as they snaked their way through the streets of Perth. Jaz sunk back into the seat, enjoying being in Taylor’s company, except for the vague smell that kept wafting through the car. Her shoes badly needed a clean. 

Jaz stopped the Uber just down the road from Anna’s house. ‘I’ll see you at school,’ she said to Taylor as she climbed out.

‘Take it easy, Jaz. Say hi to Anna for me.’ He waved as she shut the door and watched the taxi leave.

With a sigh, Jaz turned and walked close to the tree line, keeping to the shadows. She didn’t want neighbours dobbing her in. 

When she came to Anna’s huge house, she took her shoes off and hung them off her arm. Climbing up the nearby tree, she worked her way out across the large lilac branch to reach the roof of the house and towards Anna’s window. Having been best friends and almost-neighbours since childhood, this entry to Anna’s room was a well-worn path.

When she climbed in, Anna was playing a game on her computer, as usual.

‘Hey, you’re home earlier than expected,’ said Anna swivelling in her chair. Her room was huge with a queen-size bed and a wall-mounted flat-screen TV. But it was her computer set-up that looked like it belonged in a video gamer’s den.

Anna’s strawberry blonde, almot red hair was piled up on top of her head in a loose bun, two pencils stuck through it. She’d obviously been engaging in one of her favourite pastimes: studying.

‘Yep, kinda fizzed out. I swear trouble just follows me,’ said Jaz sitting down on the end of the bed. All she wanted was shower, put on her pjs and crawl into Anna’s bed.

Anna turned off her screen and walked over to her. ‘Oh no. What happened? What did you do?’

‘Hey, what makes you think I did anything?’

Anna smiled. ‘Years of experience being your best friend.’ She jumped onto the bed beside her. ‘Okay, dish!’

‘First I need a shower, and then I’ll tell you everything.’

‘I’ll be here waiting.’

Jaz got up and headed to the massive en suite, the large tiles cool on her feet and easing the pain from wearing heels.

She glanced in the wide mirror at her long, black hair, her olive skin that came from genetics and not the sun, and wondered if Taylor would ever see her as anything other than his friend. It was probably hard when they’d been besties since childhood and this crush had only surfaced in the last year. It was something she was finding hard to figure out. She couldn’t lose him as a friend. 

She would have pondered this further if the lingering smell of Minka hadn’t crawled up her nose and made her gag. Minka had better be nicer at school now. But in the back of her mind Jaz knew she was expecting the impossible. Some things in her life would never change.
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Chapter 2
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‘Where the hell is it?’ Jasmine mumbled, lifting up black folders, shoving aside magazines and pens as she searched her desk. ‘I’m sure I left it here!’

Her dark-painted nails scratched through her silky, black hair as if searching for a clue. She paced to her Queen size bed, kicking a pile of black sheets and a dark purple doona out of the way before bending down to search the black cavernous space underneath. Amid the odd socks and shoes that lay undisturbed, three old school books collected grey fluff beside a rag doll, minus its eye, long ago left abandoned – but still no sign of the necklace.

With a heavy sigh, she sat back on her heels and examined her surroundings. The dark grey carpets and deep purple curtains made it hard to see anything in the spacious but messy room. Not that she’d ever admit that to her mother; she’d had a pink fit when Jaz picked out her colour scheme, and had refused to help her paint the walls, still trying to convince her that maybe a light blue or yellow would be better than grey. But it was Jaz’s room and she felt comfortable in the darkness ... except when she couldn’t find stuff, though that could be due to the fact her room needed a serious clean.

Slapping her hands over her eyes, she racked her brain trying to remember the last place she had seen it. She’d left it on her desk after her shower that morning.

Realisation struck Jaz like a hit to the head with a cricket bat. ‘That little bugger!’ she growled, wishing she’d thought of him sooner.

Jaz strode out of her bedroom, down the wide corridor to the other end, straight into her brother’s room, and stumbled. Argh! It was so bright she had to wait until her eyes adjusted before she could start looking. The glint of her necklace hung from his bedpost, taunting her from the other side of his perfectly clean room. She was sure his shoes were colour-coded, along with his clothes. Jaz put her necklace on over her head, the medallion dropping between her breasts. She was about to leave but yanked at the crisp white sheets on his neatly made bed. A smile curled on her deep red lips. She knew he would hate that, Mr Oh-So-Tidy Simon, but he might think twice before going into her room. And what normal fourteen-year-old had a room that clean anyway.

‘Jasmine, are you coming or not! We need to leave now or we’ll all be late!’ echoed her mother’s voice up the staircase.

Jaz bellowed back as she grabbed her black school bag and headed down to the foyer. ‘Yeah, yeah, keep your shirt on, Mum.’

She watched the expression on her mother’s face change from her normal calm to irritation as she looked Jaz over with her sharp eyes. Tasha Thomas’s blonde hair was pulled back into a hard bun and her cream skirt suit was immaculate. It went with the face she was making: like she was just about to ‘tut tut’ along with an exaggerated eye roll.

‘Jasmine, tuck in your shirt please,’ Tasha said as she gestured to Jaz’s white school shirt. ‘We pay good money for you to attend a top school and I just wish you would be a little appreciative of what you have. You’d look so pretty if you did your hair and didn’t wear so much ... black.’ Tasha’s eyes roamed down to Jaz’s thick black stockings and Doc Martens. ‘Oh God, I’m going to get another call from them, aren’t I? And is your skirt getting shorter or do they make them like that now?’ Tasha’s eyes were drilling holes in her daughter’s red tartan skirt.

Personally, Jaz couldn’t see what was wrong; all the girls wore their skirts this short. She didn’t even mind the stupid thin black tie they had to wear, the guys had to wear it too.

‘You look like a high-school dropout,’ sneered her brother, who was waiting patiently by his mother’s side with his shirt crisp and folded into his pants as carefully as origami. He was short for a fourteen-year-old, like his hormones hadn’t kicked in yet, still baby-faced with soft blond hair, fair skin and their mother’s blue eyes.

‘Better than dressing up like a fifty-year-old school teacher. You’re just missing the tweed jacket.’ Jaz snorted at her own joke.

Simon was about to open his mouth but he was cut off.

‘That’s enough, you two. Into the car.’ Tasha checked her diamond-encrusted watch as she followed them both out to the sleek, silver Mercedes. At the door, she stopped Jaz and reached for the necklace around her neck. The medallion slipped into her mum’s hand. ‘Jaz, I told you not to wear that. Why can’t you keep it in your room, where it will be safe?’

‘It’s safe on me, Mum,’ said Jaz pleadingly.

Tasha gave her a pained look. ‘But what if it’s lost or someone spots it and steals it? It’s eighteen-carat gold.’

Jaz had heard this all before. ‘It’s all I have of him. Please, Mum.’ The only reason Jaz had it was because she’d found it while snooping through her mother’s things a few years back.

‘I wish you hadn’t found it, Jaz. I wish I hadn’t told you it was from your biological father.’

Jaz sighed. ‘But he’s not alive, and seeing as you won’t tell me anything about him, I think of this as a compromise,’ she said slipping the medallion back down inside her clothes.

The few times her mum had opened up and let some details slip – telling Jaz how much her smile was like her dad’s, or that she was strong and determined like him – Tasha’s eyes had not been able to hide the truth: she had really loved him at some stage. Jaz had no idea why it all went south. Tasha refused to tell her anything, except that he’d died in a car crash. So, this was her life. Clinging to a pendant of a man she knew nothing about.

Her mother sighed. ‘Okay, okay, you win. Just please keep it hidden under your clothes. Come on, we have to go.’

Jaz smiled on her way to the car. Her mum was getting soft in her old age.

‘I’m in the front, knucklehead,’ Jaz said as Simon reached for the car door.

The sprinklers popped up and began watering the dark, green lawn as Tasha pulled out of the paved driveway and onto the road. Simon called out from the back seat, the leather squelching under him as he leaned forward. ‘Mum, don’t forget I have my computer lessons with Dad after school, I need to be on time, please.’

‘I won’t forget, darling. How about you, Jasmine, do you want a ride to Pax’s today?’ asked Tasha, keeping her eyes firmly on the road ahead.

‘No thanks, Mum. I don’t mind the walk, it warms me up before my workout.’

Tasha sighed again. ‘I do worry about you walking down there. It’s not the best part of town.’

‘Come on, Mum. I’m old enough to take care of myself, you know that. Why don’t you come down for a workout? It’s been ages since we’ve sparred together ... and Pax keeps saying he hasn’t caught up with you for so long!’ Pax ran The Ring, an old friend of her mums and a relative of Anna’s. So he was practically family.

Tasha risked a long glance at her daughter. ‘I know, darling. I’ll try to make it one day so you can beat me up, yet again. But I’m so out of touch with all that now. Work keeps me so busy.’

Jaz slouched in the front seat as she swallowed her mother’s excuse. She’d been coming to the gym less and less, spending more and more time at the law firm, and Jaz missed her. It was her mum who introduced her to the gym, before Jaz could even walk, and then as she grew spending every afternoon there teaching her martial arts as if her life depended on it. But these days her mum’s job and social calendar kept her pretty busy. She had married her step dad, Paul, when Jaz was only a toddler. They then had Simon and she slowly morphed into a career woman a wealthy wife. Paul had been rich and his job still payed big bucks. Yet Jaz felt as if she didn’t belong, instead The Ring felt more like home. 

Jaz stared out the tinted window watching the two-storey houses flash by. Her pulse started to throb in her neck as they approached Taylor’s house. His dad’s red SUV appeared first, stationary in the wide, circular driveway, Taylor’s blue Mustang beside it. Craning her neck she watched the jarrah double doors but they didn’t open; she glanced back to his Mustang.

‘Would you like us to go back so you can get a better look at Loverboy?’ Simon teased.

Jaz swung around fast, her hand flying. Simon had been ready, hiding behind his school bag, but the force she’d used caused his bag to slam into his face.

‘Mum!’ he whined.

‘Jasmine, I wish you would behave,’ Tasha said, hardly flinching.

‘He’s baiting me.’

‘And you’re falling for it.’

Jaz crossed her arms and Simon slunk back into the leather seat, both travelling in silence until they pulled up outside the large metal gates of Saint Christian College.

‘Bye, kids!’ Tasha yelled through the car window as they climbed out. Simon said goodbye while Jaz raised her hand in a half-wave and took off along the pathway, her hair flying behind her.

‘Hey Jazzy, over here.’

Anna Johnson, best buddy in the world, waited by a shady tree that grew in the corner of a large manicured lawn, in front of the towering brick school. Teenagers ambled past into the building, while others gathered outside waiting for friends. As soon as Jaz saw Anna twirling her hair she knew she must have something to tell her; it was such sign whenever Anna was trying to contain herself. Jaz threw her bag down on the lawn as she joined her best friend on the wooden seat. Anna sucked in a deep breath, her green eyes bulging.

‘Go on, spit it, I can see you’re dying to tell me something!’

Anna’s soft green eyes brimmed with excitement and the small freckles on her delicate face highlighted her fair skin. ‘You’ll never guess what happened this morning,’ she teased, finally releasing her hair from her fingers.

‘Um ... you hacked into the school’s computer again to see what grade you got in English?’

‘Don’t be a knob! No, I got here early because Mum had to get to work, and you know who was here, sitting right here on this very spot?’ Anna was practically bouncing on the seat.

‘Calm down, anyone walking past would think you were trying out for the drama club. Honestly, that’s the last impression we want to give.’

Anna rolled her eyes while Jaz smiled.

‘Ricky?’

Anna nodded.

‘Really? Did he say anything? Did you talk to him?’ Jaz pressed.

‘Well, no ... but he might have if I had got close enough,’ said Anna with her standard cheeriness.

Anna might have been the brightest person Jaz knew, but she could also be utterly clueless. ‘Anna! Tell me you talked to him ... did you chicken out?’ Jaz rested her arms on Anna’s shoulders and shook her, already guessing the answer.

‘Well, yeah, I was kind of scared.’

‘You git! He was probably waiting for you; maybe he was making a move.’

‘He had his nose stuck in a book, I doubt he was waiting for me,’ said Anna screwing up her cute freckled nose.

‘But everyone knows we always sit here, it’s our spot and nobody comes near, unless they’re new or unbelievably stupid.’

‘Who’s unbelievably stupid? I hope you’re not talking about moi?’

They both looked up. ‘Taylor, don’t sneak up on us like that,’ said Jaz, trying to hide the discomforting feeling that surged through her, as it always did around him. As usual he managed to make a pair of black school pants look delectable, and with his blond hair flicked up at the top he could have easily come from a modelling shoot. Usually she preferred the strong soldier rustic type. The bouncer from the other night flashed before her eyes, but she pushed it away, he was way out of her league. 

‘So, do I get to find out what you were talking about?’ he said raising a perfect eyebrow, his school bag hanging from his shoulder. He could make the simplest things look cool.

Anna shook her head and tried to hide behind her cascade of strawberry blonde hair, but Jaz jumped in. ‘Ricky was on our seat this morning and Gutless Wonder here didn’t go talk to him.’

Anna sucked in a breath and shot daggers her way.

Jaz put her hand on Taylor’s arm, enjoying the warmth through his shirt. ‘Anna, it’s only Tay, he’s like ... been our friend since the first grade. He probably knows more dirty secrets about you than I do!’

Anna relaxed, and almost smiled as she squinted up at Taylor. ‘You know, you might just be right. How lucky we are that you don’t blab to your other friends about us.’

‘I wouldn’t dare. Jaz would likely kick my butt and have me begging for mercy,’ he said giving Jaz a wink. ‘Besides, I don’t think they would be interested in you two rejects,’ Taylor finished jokingly. The girls automatically lashed out. He caught Anna’s hand but took a hit to the guts from Jaz. ‘Oomph, no fair, Jaz,’ he said rubbing his belly. ‘You know it doesn’t do much for a bloke’s ego when he’s always getting beaten up by a girl. Blokes like to be the stronger ones ... or at least think we are.’

‘Oh please, somebody give him a tissue,’ Anna laughed.

Jaz smiled. ‘Maybe next time you’ll think twice about a smartarse comment. You know we don’t like your other friends, they’re very snobby and just plain mean.’

‘Yeah, and why is it that you like them again?’ asked Anna tilting her head to the side. But they weren’t expecting an answer. They knew that Taylor moved in different circles with his family, and that deep down he liked being popular. But he’d never once dissed them and because of their friendship all the other kids left them alone. Besides the odd snide comment from Minka when he wasn’t looking.

A short blast rang out over the PA and small groups slowly merged together as they headed inside the building.

‘Come on, we better get moving. I’ve got Mr Noble up first and you know how he likes to make a spectacle of anyone who’s late, so I’ll catch up with you two later,’ he said before taking off. ‘Oh, Jaz, you gonna be at training?’

Her heart pounded an extra hard beat as she nodded.

‘Cool,’ he replied before striding off into the merging traffic of uniformed bodies.

Anna watched her friend for a while before speaking. ‘And you think I’m chicken ... When are you going to fess up your feelings for Tay?’ she asked as they moved off.

Jaz reluctantly took her eyes away from Taylor’s lean figure. ‘Come on, Anna, it’s different. We’ve been friends too long, I can’t risk losing that. Besides,’ she added sadly, I know he doesn’t feel the same way.’

‘How would you know when you haven’t even asked him?’ Anna said before putting her arm around Jaz’s shoulders. ‘Don’t worry, we’ll sort something out. Come on, let’s get to another exciting lesson of biology, whoopee ... not. You might be able to dissect a frog; I know how much you love gross stuff.’

Jaz smiled. ‘And Minka likes to faint at anything gross-related. That would be a highlight.’

‘Remember the last time she fainted and hit her nose?’ Anna laughed.

Jaz smiled. ‘You always know how to cheer me up.’

On her way to her form room she passed a circle of guys on the inside quadrangle who looked like they were shoving someone around. Jaz kept walking, more concerned about getting to class, but in the gap of the guys she saw a familiar face. 

Simon.

Then she heard what the guys were saying, teasing her brother, trying to goad him into a fight. She skidded to a halt just as one guy punched Simon somewhere near his chest.

That was it. Nobody teased her half-brother but her. Throwing her bag down she pushed her way into the middle of the bullies’ circle to stand in front of Simon.

‘You okay, Si?’

He was rubbing his chest, but he nodded.

Now she turned to face the older boys. ‘Think it’s funny, do you? Like picking on people smarter than you? Well, now you can deal with me. Who’s first?’ She stood there challenging them, waving them on with her hands while daring them with her eyes.

One of them, the ring leader she guessed, was solid and wore a stud earring in his left ear. He puffed out his chest and laughed. ‘I don’t hit girls,’ he said. Jaz hadn’t seen him before, and so she assumed he was new and hadn’t yet heard of her.

‘Well, I don’t discriminate,’ she said, raising her hands. In the back of her mind she knew this was a bad idea. She was already on thin ice at the school over the years for fighting.

The other guys took a few steps back. They didn’t look so tough now. Jaz was itching for one of them to make a move just so she could bust their butts. The one with the earring, who had hit Simon, stood tall, shaved head and a sneer on his lips as he tried to intimidate her.

‘You come near my brother again and you’ll have to deal with me. I don’t like bullies.’

A boy with face fuzz and pimples leaned over and whispered something to the dude with the earring before he turned and left, taking the rest of the crowd with him. Earring-boy gave her an unimpressed glance before turning and following the others.

‘I guess your reputation is still alive and well,’ said Simon as he picked up his scattered books.

Jaz put her hand on Simon’s shoulder. ‘If they bother you again, you tell me.’

‘You can’t fight all my battles, Jaz,’ he sighed while putting his bag on his shoulder.

‘And why not? You got the brains, I’ve got the brawn, together we’re unbeatable,’ she said with a laugh. ‘Come on, we better get to class before we’re both in trouble.’

‘Thanks, sis,’ he said before turning and running towards the nearest door.

Jaz followed along at a slower pace. She was a little disappointed no one had thrown a punch. She did love a good fight, but usually it was with her mates at The Ring. Maybe another day, she thought.
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