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 To my best friend, Michelle,

who made high school almost bearable.



 Chapter One

The bad thing about being a virago wasn’t the mysterious whirling tattoo, my hard-as-nails trainer Flo, or even that I regularly put my life in danger to keep Nightshade safe.

All of those things I could handle, but what I couldn’t handle was arguing with my parents for the thousandth time about why I couldn’t watch my little sisters.

My best friend, Eva, had no sympathy. “Why not tell them the truth?” she asked when I called her to complain about their unreasonable attitudes.

“You have met my parents, right?” I responded. I couldn’t think of two people less likely to believe that werewolves, vampires, and witches lived in Nightshade, or that it was my sworn duty to protect them. Or fight them. It depended upon the day of the week.

A few years ago, my big brother Sean went all furry and my parents didn’t even notice.

My mom didn’t even blink when Sean started shoveling two-pound slabs of rare meat down his gullet for breakfast, lunch, and dinner.

She just mumbled something about growing boys and then asked me to do the laundry.

Eva had been talking, but I’d missed half of it, probably because I was still thinking about my parents. Or maybe because her pet raven, Poe, was croaking “Nevermore!” in the background.

“Say that last part again,” I said.

“I knew mentioning Dominic would get your attention,” she replied.

I didn’t even bother to deny it. “What about him?”

“I asked if you and Dominic wanted to go out with Evan and me this weekend. There’s a VP triple feature.”

VP stood for Vincent Price. Eva was a serious horror movie fan.

“I’ll ask,” I said.

“Your parents or your boyfriend?”

“He’s not my boyfriend,” I insisted. Dominic Gray was the lead singer of Side Effects May Vary—all six foot three, blond, blue eyes, and high cheekbones of him.

We’d gone out a few times, but calling him my boyfriend was definitely premature. Especially since I had the distinct impression he’d been avoiding me lately.

Eva lost interest in the subject of my pathetic love life and hung up a few minutes later.

I stayed by the phone and brooded. Dominic and I had grown closer since we had saved Eva from becoming a brain-munching zombie, but I still sensed some reserve in him.

Maybe it was because I was high-risk as a potential girlfriend. As a virago—a woman warrior—I got hit a lot, and sometimes nasty things wanted to eat me. I’d had a run-in with a hungry chupacabra a few months ago, but it had been quiet in Nightshade since then. Almost too quiet.

When my parents came home and let me off the hook, I headed for the library. I had a new assignment from my guitar teacher. My favorite librarian, Ms. Johns, was working at the reference desk.

“Jessica, I haven’t seen you around lately,” she greeted me. Ms. Johns had a mass of curly brown hair and a smile that practically made you smile back.

“Hi, Ms. Johns. I was hoping you could help me. Does the library have any sheet music? My guitar teacher wants me to learn a new song and she’s letting me choose it.”

She pointed me in the right direction, and I spent time thumbing through the selections. Nothing seemed right, though. I hated to part with my precious allowance money, but it looked like I might have to.

Ms. Johns came up as I was leaving. “No luck?” she asked.

“Not really,” I said. “I’m looking for something really different.”

“I know of an estate sale on Saturday,” she said. “Mr. Lindquist played several instruments for years, but he’s moving to Florida and is selling almost everything. Maybe you can find something there.” She wrote down the address on a piece of paper and handed it to me.

“Thanks for the tip,” I said. “See you later.”

I liked the idea of performing something unusual, maybe even something my teacher, Ms. Minerva, had never heard before.

 


Saturday morning, it was foggy and rainy, which didn’t make Eva happy.

“Remind me why we had to get up at the crack of dawn?” Eva complained as my mom dropped us off at the estate sale.

I gestured to the dozens of cars already parked in the street in front of the house. “This is why,” I told her. “Mr. Lindquist is a serious collector. Musicians from all over California are coming to this sale.”

As if to prove my point, a pasty-looking guy in leather pants and a vest without a shirt stepped out of a black town car. He groaned and fumbled for his sunglasses.

I nudged Eva. “He’s clearly not used to getting up this early either.”

The house was a typical-looking tract home on the outside, with a two-car garage, beige paint, and a manicured lawn. Music notes had been painted on the front door and one of the hedges was in the shape of a saxophone.

A baby grand piano stood in a position of honor in the living room, near a big bay window. Teddie Myles, the owner of the all-ages club the Black Opal, sat at the piano and touched the keys softly. Today, the purple highlights in her hair had been replaced with hot pink and lime green streaks.

On the opposite wall, above a leather couch, hung three guitars. Three amazing guitars. I went to get a closer look.

“Dominic would love this!” I exclaimed, pointing to a Rickenbacker guitar.

“What would I love?” a familiar voice asked.

I whirled around. “I didn’t know you were coming.”

“Neither did I, until about an hour ago,” he replied. “Aunt Katrina wanted to check it out.” Dominic and his aunt were both in the band Side Effects May Vary.

Eva said, “I’m going to look for”—long pause while she figured out what to say—“something over there.”

After she left, Dominic and I pretended to admire the guitars.

“I called you,” I finally said, “about that triple feature tonight.”

“I’ve been meaning to call you back,” he said. Another long pause.

“It’s okay,” I said, even though it wasn’t. “I already told Eva no.”

“Jessica, I wanted to talk to you about something.”

“You have a strange way of showing it.”

Harmony and Selena approached before Dominic could tell me whatever it was he wanted to say. Noel and Connor were trailing behind them. The guys were best friends, and I was pretty sure Noel and Harmony were dating. Connor and I had gone out a couple of times, but I broke things off and he’d avoided me ever since.

That apparently hadn’t changed because he took one look at me and nudged Noel. “Let’s check out the albums in the next room.”

“What are you two talking about so intently?” Selena asked.

“Nothing,” Dominic said.

“This guitar,” I added. I pointed to the purple Fender Stratocaster on the wall.

“Are you going to buy it, Jessica?” Selena asked. “Because if not, it would go perfectly with this outfit I just bought.”

Selena didn’t even play guitar. She was just being petty. She probably would buy it, just because she knew I wanted it.

I glanced at the price tag and nearly gasped out loud. “It’s out of my price range,” I said, trying to sound cheerful about it. “Excuse me, I think I’ll go look for some sheet music.” I told myself it wasn’t practical anyway. I usually played acoustic guitar, although I had played electric guitar a few times. Ms. Minerva expected us to be well-rounded musically.

I didn’t look back at Dominic. He knew where to find me if he really wanted to talk to me.

I found Eva in a room lined with bookcases, full of books, magazines, and even old albums. There were three shelves crammed with nothing but sheet music. I pulled out a stack of music to examine.

A hand-carved flute sat on a stand in the corner.

“Jessica, isn’t this cool?” she asked. She pointed to the flute.

“It’s beautiful.” I picked it up carefully to look for a price tag, but there wasn’t one.

“That’s not for sale.” A small man stepped out of the shadows, leaning on a cane.

I put the flute back on the stand slowly. “I’ve never seen anything like it,” I replied.

“It’s made of boxwood with an ivory inlay,” he said. “I’m Mr. Lindquist, the owner.”

He picked up the flute and took it over to the only chair in the room. He brought the instrument to his lips and played.

There was silence when he finished and then Eva and I broke into spontaneous applause.

“What’s all the noise about?” Selena asked from the doorway.

Mr. Lindquist put the flute back in its place. “Just a little practice,” he said pleasantly. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’d better see how the sale is going.”

After he left, I gave Selena a dirty look and then returned to the stack of sheet music. I sat down on the floor to go through it. Harmony took a spot near me and started rummaging through another stack.

“I’m starting a band,” she said importantly. “We’re calling it Magic and Moonlight. I’m going to be the lead singer, of course.”

“That’s nice,” I commented mildly. Harmony’s mom was the Nightshade High chorus director, but Harmony couldn’t sing a note.

I’d almost made my way through the entire stack when I found something intriguing. It was a handwritten song, the paper browned by age and frayed at the edges. Just as I reached for it, Harmony snatched it away.

“Hey!” I said. “I was looking at that.”

“Finders keepers,” Harmony told me. She bounced up and ran over to Selena. “Look,” she said. “This will be perfect for our band.”

“Whatever,” I muttered, and returned to my stack.

Eva and I ignored them until they finally left.

“What’s with Selena lately?” Eva asked.

I shrugged. “She’s been hanging out with Harmony a lot, ever since she and Dominic broke up.”

“I wouldn’t exactly call it a breakup,” Eva replied. “You can’t count it as a relationship if you had to use magic to get the guy to like you in the first place.”

I didn’t want to talk about Dominic anymore. Eva seemed to sense my reluctance and changed the subject. “Let’s find you some sheet music,” she said.

I found a couple of great song possibilities and put them in my to-buy stack.

“Did you see anything else you like?” Eva asked me. She was being a good sport about following me around. Eva wasn’t a huge music person, like me—she was into horror movies and her boyfriend Evan, in that order, but Evan didn’t seem to mind. He was almost as much of a horror buff as Eva was.

“That purple guitar,” I said. “But it’s completely out of my price range. Selena probably bought it already anyway.”

“My mom says that at estate sales, price is negotiable,” Eva said. “Let’s go negotiate.”

I got to my feet. “It’s worth a try.”

But when we went back to look for it, all three of the guitars were gone. “It was too expensive anyway.”

Eva gave me a knowing look. “But you still wanted it.”

I nodded. “More than you know.” We spent a few more minutes wandering around, but I didn’t find anything else I wanted and could afford. Maybe babysitting my little sisters wasn’t such a bad idea after all. It definitely paid better than being a virago.

“Did you find anything?” I asked Eva.

“Some cool seventies band posters,” she said. “I thought I might use them in my horror film.” Eva had been talking about filming her own horror movie, and her closet was filled with all sorts of props.

We were standing in line to pay when Selena and Harmony left with Harmony’s mom. They carried a couple of huge packages. One was shaped like a guitar.

“They got the sheet music and a guitar,” I pointed out to Eva.

“But not the talent,” Eva replied. Her dimples flashed as she giggled.

We heard gasps behind us and turned around to see Mr. Lindquist staggering, clutching his head. “My priceless flute has been stolen. Don’t let anybody leave!”

His face was pasty and gray. I grabbed a folding chair and led him to it. “Somebody get him some water.”

He put his face in his hands. “Gone,” he moaned. “It’s gone.”

“What happened?” I asked.

“I heard the most beautiful music,” he said dreamily. “A guitar, I think. And then I must have fallen asleep. When I woke up, the flute was gone.”

The police arrived and Chief Wells started barking orders. The chief was new in town. She’d been hired to replace Chief Mendez, even though everyone knew it couldn’t be done. At least not in the way that counted.

Eva nudged me and whispered, “Didn’t you sense danger? Your swirly tattoo?”

“It’s a whirlwind,” I answered, “not a burglar alarm. It only warns me of serious danger to the city of Nightshade.” Every virago had a whirlwind tattoo like mine.

The police searched the entire house and every single person at the estate sale, but they didn’t find the flute.

“You’re free to leave,” Officer Denton told us. I remembered the sheet music I still had in my hand and went to pay.

“Poor Mr. Lindquist,” I said.

“Poor? Even without that flute, he’s worth a fortune,” the cashier told me. She handed me my change. “It’s a shame about that flute, though. It’s a one of a kind from Germany.” She leaned in closer to make sure no one could hear her. “In fact, some people even say that it belonged to the Pied Piper of Hamelin.”

“You mean the creepy guy who lured all those kids away with music? No way. That’s just a myth.”

“I’m serious,” she replied.

“Mr. Lindquist played the flute today,” I said. “And not a thing happened to us.”

She shrugged. “I’m only telling you what I heard.”

On the way home, Eva and I talked about the theft and the cashier’s strange comment.

“I don’t believe it for a minute,” I said. “She was just trying to scare us.”

“I don’t know,” Eva said. “This is Nightshade.”

She had a point.


 Chapter Two

Katie and Mom were the only ones at home by the time I got back. Mom was on the phone, but she hung up as soon as she saw me.

“Jessica, what took you so long?” Mom scolded. “You promised you’d watch your sister. I was trying to reach Poppy to see if she could cover for you.”

“I’m sorry, Mom,” I replied. “I completely forgot. There was a robbery and—”

Mom interrupted me. “A robbery? At the estate sale? You’re kidding.”

“A valuable flute was stolen, but nobody was hurt,” I explained.

“That’s a relief,” she said, and then looked at her watch. “I want to hear all about it, but I’m late.”

My mom was a real estate broker and she was always busy on the weekends. I assumed that Dad was off with my five other sisters somewhere. My brother Sean was at college in Orange County.

Mom hurried off, and then Katie asked, “What are we going to do today?”

“Chores first,” I said firmly. “Mom left a list.” Katie’s chore was simple, at least in theory. She had to clean her side of the bedroom she shared with Kellie. Their room was a pit of toys, but we had it straightened up within a few minutes. The doorbell rang as Katie picked up the last stuffed animal.

Samantha Devereaux stood on our doorstep like Katie’s personal genie.

“I was in the neighborhood and thought Katie might want to come to Slim’s with me for an ice cream,” Samantha said. Sam was Sean’s girlfriend. Sometimes she still spent time with my family even though he was away at school.

“Can we?” Katie asked. She was six years old, and obsessed with Samantha.

“Of course, you’re invited too, Jessica,” Samantha added. We didn’t get along that well, but I had to give Sam credit: she tried.

“Great,” I said. I almost meant it.

Sam had the top down on her red VW convertible, and the wind in my hair cheered me up. Things always looked better when you were in a convertible.

Slim’s was an old-fashioned diner with red leather booths, a jukebox, and shiny stainless steel counters. It was also where Flo, my snarky virago trainer, worked as an indifferent server. Her brother owned the place, which probably meant he couldn’t fire her. Even if he wanted to.

We grabbed a table and I waved to Flo, who was perched on her usual stool at the counter. Her T-shirt read HI, I’M AN EVIL GENIUS AND I’LL BE YOUR SERVER TODAY.

We ordered three shakes. “Jessica, can I have some money for the jukebox?” Katie asked.

I slid some quarters across the table at her. “Have fun.”

Sam and I watched Katie skip to the jukebox. There were dark circles under Samantha’s eyes.

“How’s college life?” Sam attended UC Nightshade, which meant she was right here in town.

She smiled. “Surprisingly, I love it. I miss Sean, though.”

My attention wandered when Dominic and his sister Raven walked in.

“Jessica!” Raven didn’t wait for her brother before she slid into the booth next to us. “What are you doing here?”

“The same thing we are, Raven,” Dominic said dryly. He fixed his blue eyes on me. “Hello, Jessica. Find anything you liked at the estate sale?”

“Not really,” I said stiffly. Then I realized that I hadn’t introduced everyone, so I did. Samantha didn’t even pretend she wasn’t curious about Dominic.

“Are you guys new to Nightshade?” she asked.

“Dominic is the new lead singer in Side Effects May Vary,” I said. “Haven’t you been to the Black Opal lately?” Sam and Sean used to frequent the all-ages club when they were in high school.

She shook her head. “I’ve been busy with school.”

Flo walked up with a bunch of to-go bags. “Here’s your order.” She handed the food to Dominic.

Raven was chatty for a change, but I wondered if it was to make up for her brother’s silence. Dominic hardly said a word the entire time, and once, when our knees bumped accidentally, he looked appalled. It was clear he couldn’t wait to get away from me.

I needed to talk to Flo anyway. “Excuse me,” I said, squeezing out of the booth. Samantha gave me an odd look, but thankfully didn’t comment.

I approached Flo, who was back at her perch at the counter. “What’s up, Jessica?” she asked. She lowered her voice. “Is this virago business?”

I nodded and filled her in on what had happened at the estate sale.

She frowned. "My tattoo didn't tingle either, so it could have just been a plain old robbery," she said. "But we'll stay alert for any new developments. Thanks, Jessica."

I returned to the table, where Raven was still rambling on.

“Raven,” I said, interrupting her in mid-chat, “your food’s getting cold.”

Dominic stood up abruptly. “We’d better go before Aunt Katrina’s meal is ruined.”

“She ordered a salad,” Raven protested, but Dominic was already halfway out the door. “See you tomorrow, Jessica. Nice to meet you, Sam.” Raven gave me an apologetic look and followed her brother out the door.

“Guy problems?” Sam asked.

“Is it that obvious?” I replied. My brother’s girlfriend could be a pain in the butt and it killed me to ask her for advice, but I was desperate.

“To an expert like me? Yes,” she told me. “How long have you guys been going out?”

“That’s the problem,” I said. “We’re not.”

“Bad breakup, huh?”

“I wish,” I said.

She laughed. “You wish you had a bad breakup? That’s different.”

“You have to go out with someone on a regular basis before you can break up with him,” I replied. “We never got that far.”

I found myself telling Sam all about what had happened with Dominic in the fall—everything except me being a virago, of course.

“He’s afraid,” she finally said, when I ran out of breath.

“Maybe,” I admitted. “Lately, it seems like he can barely stand to be in the same room with me.”

“So something about you has him scared,” she said. “What could that be, I wonder?”

“I have no idea,” I said, but it didn’t sound convincing.

“Drink your shake,” she said. “Things always look better after one of Slim’s shakes.”

As I slurped my chocolate deliciousness, I wondered if Sam was right. Dominic’s mother was a virago too, and she’d basically left them in Nightshade with their Aunt Katrina. No wonder he was leery of dating a virago.

“What if I know what he’s afraid of and it’s something I can’t change?” I asked Sam.

“Then you have two choices,” she said. “You can accept that it’s never going to happen and move on, or you can fight for him.”

Being a virago was something I couldn’t change and it was the one thing I knew Dominic had a hard time with. It looked as though Dominic and I didn’t stand a chance.

There were plenty of nice guys out there. I told myself I’d find someone else, eventually, but I wasn’t sure I believed it.

Katie came back, her face gleaming with the effort it took to contain her
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