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​​Chapter 1
Diabolical Plots
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Te Arawa College school hall – Saturday - The night of the ball

Rex
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Eyes were on them. Some watched with warmth, enjoying the sight of them together, happy, unmistakably in love. Rex caught flickers of envy too, from both boys and girls, quickly masked smiles or averted glances. 

A few faces hardened with quiet disapproval.

Rex Cassidy could almost hear their thoughts. ‘Get a room!’

Then there were others. The watchers who didn’t just judge, but waited, ready to pounce, haul them apart and drag them from the dance floor to end their closeness once and for all. 

Too much. Too intimate. Inappropriate even for a senior school ball.

Rex didn’t care. They could think what they liked. He wasn’t going anywhere. No one was dragging him away from his beautiful princess.

He held Vanessa Danté close as the junior school orchestra played ‘Every Woman in the World’.

Their song. 

They swayed gently, side to side, shuffling across the polished wooden floor. Now and then they drifted too near another couple, and Rex would guide her away gently with his hand, an easy, practiced turn.

As far as he was concerned, this was their night. He could stay on the dance floor forever, feeling her soft body pressed against his, her arms wrapped around his waist, and the lingering sweetness of her perfume curling through the air.

She looked breathtaking in a shimmering silver gown that caught the light with every movement. The low back glittered faintly and the slit up one side revealed the soft curve of her leg as they moved. Her long dark hair fell in loose waves, her lips were painted a deep crimson, full and irresistible, practically begging to be kissed. 

For a moment he dragged his attention away from her. He knew that indulging themselves too much would lead to heat rising between them. Then, those disapproving teachers and parent helpers would definitely put an end to it.

One of them was the fearsome Mrs Haggerty, drama teacher and one of the producers of the Back to the Future musical the school had recently put on. She was a broad-shouldered woman who rarely smiled. She stood near the back exit to the hall, a severe look on her face, peering at Rex and Vanessa with disdain.

The hall had been transformed using scenery from the production. What had been the Enchantment under the Sea set was now the Te Arawa College Fish under the Sea senior ball. 

Blue and green lights rippled across the walls like underwater currents. Jellyfish lanterns hung from the beams, their tendrils swaying slightly. A bubble machine puffed out clusters of shimmering orbs, which drifted lazily across the room, bursting softly against dresses, jackets, and occasionally Rex’s cheek.

But none of it compared to Vanessa. Nothing ever could. Her sapphire-blue eyes drew him back in completely and her skin glowed beneath the lights. Even her little diamond nose stud sparkled like a star caught on her face.

The band reached the end of the song and Rex’s heart dipped for a moment. The orchestra, around eight of them, had done a beautiful job with the Air Supply classic. The conductor announced a short break and the hall erupted into applause. Couples gradually left the dance floor, but Rex stayed exactly where he was, holding onto Vanessa as if she were a dream he refused to wake from.

A smile slowly spread across her face as she, too, broke away from their little utopia. ‘They played our song. I can hardly believe it.’

‘It was by divine appointment,’ Rex said with a cheeky grin. 

‘Ohh, this was your doing, wasn’t it? You put in a request.’

‘Ha! Guilty as charged. You know me too well. I asked Mrs Lesley if she’d have them perform it.’

Vanessa ran her hands down the front of his black tuxedo jacket, then up his white shirt to his bowtie, where she fingered it gently. ‘It was so special. Thank you, Rexy.’

‘Consider it a warmup.’

Her eyebrows raised. ‘What? Are they gonna play another of our favourites later? One of the raunchier ones maybe?’ She bobbed her eyebrows.

‘No. I figured just the one was asking a lot.’

‘At our tenth anniversary celebration. We’ll play them all. Especially the racy ones.’

Rex marvelled at the thought. They first met at the age of eight. Not long after that, they confessed their love for each other at the local community centre by making cards for one another with glitter, felt-tip pens, and heart-shaped stickers. He still kept that card in the scrapbook Vanessa had given him as a birthday present a few years later. A book full of photos, drawings, cards, and love poems she had written. A treasure trove of memories.

‘Ten years,’ murmured Rex. ‘Hard to believe it’s been so long.’

‘I can’t wait for next weekend.’

‘And we still have so much to organise. We’ve been so busy with the stage show. One week is all we have!’

‘We’ll figure it out,’ Vanessa assured him in her sweet, feminine tone. 

The hall was buzzing again as students drifted towards the buffet table, collecting plates and chattering happily.

‘Time for something to eat,’ Rex said.

‘I want to taste your lips first.’ 

‘You’ll get us into trouble.’ Rex grinned.

‘Just a peck.’ 

But it was rarely ever just a peck. The kiss lingered and Rex couldn’t resist sucking gently on her lush crimson lips. He tangled his fingers in her hair while she slid her hands up his chest, slipping her fingertips between the buttons of his shirt. 

Heat pooled between them.

‘Okay, okay.’ Rex pulled back. ‘Remember, I’m the head boy. I’ve gotta set an example.’

She chewed her lip. ‘You are. Showing the other guys how to treat a lady. Anyway. I gotta go powder my nose. I’ll be back in a couple of minutes.’

Rex chuckled as she trotted off across the hall. He couldn’t help but gaze at her shapely rear end under her figure-hugging dress. He could never get over just how hot she was and she just seemed to get hotter all the time. 

A dark shadow shifted beside him. Rex stiffened.

Mrs Haggerty?

But it wasn’t. It was someone more off-putting. 

Even without the shadow, the deputy principal’s dark beard and crooked eyebrows were enough to send a chill down any spine. ‘You’re pushing it, Rex.’

Rex wasn’t about to let the DP intimidate him. ‘Ah, come on, Mr R, it was just a kiss and we’re eighteen years old. No tongue even. Maybe nearer the end when it’s almost over and we wanna go home to get it on.’

Mr Reaper’s eyes burned beneath his crooked brows. In the shifting blue and green lights, the deep lines in his face made him look even more severe. It was that stare, cold and unblinking, which had earned him the nickname “The Reaper”. 

Behind his back, anyway. No sane student would dare say it to his face. 

A low grunt escaped the Reaper. ‘You should count yourself lucky you’ve managed to get halfway through the year and still hold your role of head boy. But I can’t see you maintaining that position for much longer.’

Rex wasn’t overly fussed about being head boy. Some of the responsibilities were tedious, and half the fun was seeing how far he could push the boundaries before Reaper snapped. It had become a game.

‘Yeah, I get it, Mr Reaper. No doubt you have yet another dirty plan up your sleeve to have me booted and probably expelled from school in the process. I’d be disappointed if you didn’t.’

The Reaper’s eyes narrowed. ‘I won’t need any dirty plan.’

‘Really? That’d be a first. Although, I guess you’re running out of diabolical plots to put into action, right? Like getting a woman to pretend to be a parent and come onto me at a parent/teacher evening. Trying to catch me in compromising situations with younger female students including blackmailing Ambrosia Wilson. Trying to have Bates Flynn drug my water bottle at the school athletics. Working with your cousin, Harold Buzzkill to take me down...’

Rex couldn’t help but feel a little like Marty McFly in Back to the Future, having to deal with Mr Strickland. Or maybe it was more like Ferris Bueller dealing with Mr Rooney. 

‘You know I could report all those things to Mr Ropata,’ Rex continued, ‘and it wouldn’t be me getting fired, would it?’

For a moment, the Reaper’s glare faltered, and his cheeks reddened. 

‘Relax,’ Rex said. ‘I’m not gonna do that. Where would the sport be in that, right?’

Mr Reaper huffed. ‘You see this as a big game, don’t you?’

‘Of course I do. I made that clear to you as soon as Mr Ropata assigned me the role. I’m surprised I’m still in it to be honest. I guess you’re losing your bite in your old age.’ He threw him a cheeky grin, knowing full well the DP would not find any humour in his words.

‘You’re getting too big for your boots, sunshine.’

Rex knew he was really pushing things, but it was way too difficult to resist. Especially when he thought about the nasty tactics Mr Reaper had used to try to ruin his reputation over the last few months.

‘To be honest, Mr R, it’s becoming a bit of a chore being head boy. Too many boring meetings and events where I’m not allowed to make out. Having to give speeches that don’t involve inappropriate jokes. And having to keep eyes in the back of my head in case the DP stabs me in the back. The worst thing though is losing valuable time with Vanessa. That’s what sucks the mo—’

‘So why don’t you quit?’

Rex delivered him a wry smile. ‘Because you want me to? You’d win the game.’

The Reaper’s mouth twitched into something between a sneer and a smirk. ‘You know I’m gonna win in the end. No way will you survive another six months. If I have my way, you’ll be out within the week.’

‘So there is a diabolical plot brewing then?’ 

The Reaper huffed and this time said nothing.

‘Is it going to involve some innocent victim like it has in the past? Blackmailing someone to get me into a compromising situation? Twisting a kid’s arm to try to injure me maybe? That’s what you’ve done in the past.’

‘I don’t need to do anything like that!’

‘So you’re going for a new more honourable approach? Nice. Bring it on, Mr R. I’m up for a challenge.’ Rex straightened his tuxedo jacket and strode off across the hall.
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​​Chapter 2
Rejects
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Te Arawa College school hall – Saturday - The night of the ball

Chelsea
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Chelsea Brown felt like a princess in her soft pink satin ball gown, its fitted bodice catching the lights of the hall. Her date that evening was Clarke Hanson, a fellow year-thirteen. They had just come off the dance floor from a slightly rockier number, a change from the mainly slower pieces of music that were more appropriate for a school ball.

Clarke wasn’t the athletic type, although he was in good shape. His wavy dark hair was styled with a bit of gel and he wore a crisp white shirt with a slim navy tie. His big blue eyes sparkled at her as he smiled, his thick eyebrows complementing his hair.

‘I need a drink now,’ he said. 

‘Same.’ They both diverted towards the drinks table. 

They walked across the hall as the orchestra started up another energetic piece of music, with an electric guitar player and a drummer taking the lead. She poured herself some orange juice while he helped himself to a glass of Coke.

‘I’m really glad you agreed to be my date tonight,’ Clarke said. ‘I still can’t believe I’m dancing with one of the hottest girls in school.’

Chelsea’s cheeks heated up. She still struggled with guys thinking she was hot and she still didn’t think she measured up anywhere near the standards of girls like Jacqui Donaldson, Vanessa Danté and Skylar Cassidy. 

Oh... and one other...

She saw the girl she was thinking about seated off to the side of the hall. Her best friend, Holly Robinson. Or she had been once. Until Chelsea screwed things up big time. 

Holly sat with her boyfriend, Mav. She was a shorty, but with a figure to die for and gorgeous features: a rounded chin and wavy dark hair that framed her face perfectly. A natural beauty who, unlike Chelsea, had never needed a makeover to realise she was beautiful.

Clarke stiffened. ‘You’re looking at him.’

‘Huh, what?’ Chelsea jerked her eyes back to her date. ‘Mav? Oh, no. I was looking at her. Just thinking there’s no way I’m as pretty as Holly.’

‘You are!’ Clarke insisted. ‘If anything, way prettier.’

She forced a smile. ‘But you’d still be with her if things had worked out between the two of you, right?’

Clarke shifted his weight awkwardly, staring into his glass. ‘We were only together a month before things fell apart. We never stood a chance. But you... you could have ended up with him.’

Chelsea risked another glance at Rick Maverick. That brief fling had been a mistake. It had shattered things between her and Holly. Something stupid and selfish that nobody had really benefitted from.

There had been zero chance for Holly too. 

Even now, she worried Holly still hadn’t fully forgiven her. Chelsea had regretted almost every day for the last year, even though Mav was a hell of a nice guy. And cute too.

Chelsea let out a half-laugh. ‘What-ifs. They’re kind of stupid. Because you can’t go back so why even entertain the thought?’ She paused when Holly peered her way. Chelsea shot her a smile, but Holly quickly averted her eyes.

Chelsea’s chest tightened. Why no smile back? Was something bothering her? Was it... Clarke? Could she be jel—? No. That was ridiculous. Holly had long got Clarke out of her system if he’d ever really been in it at all.

Clarke continued to stare at her, toying with his glass, so she got back onto the topic. 

‘We’re here now, aren’t we?’ she continued. ‘Our destinies led us to this ball as each other’s dates.’

Clarke’s eyes widened. ‘You really think it’s destiny?’

She couldn’t hold back laughter. ‘You asked me! Nobody else had yet, so I said yes.’

He chuckled and nodded. ‘Nothing divine about it. But yeah, we followed an inevitable path and it led us here.’ He swallowed some of his Coke. ‘And maybe into the future.’

Chelsea grinned at him. Clarke was a hell of a nice guy and easy on the eye, but he wasn’t the type she imagined herself actually getting with. A school ball was one thing, but beyond that? 

She had her doubts. 

Before she could reply, the burly figure of Will Ullman lumbered up beside them. A snicker escaped him. ‘Hanson, Hanson,’ the big long-haired beefcake said with a smirk. ‘Punching above your weight as usual. First Holly Robinson. Now Chelsea. Way out of your league. You’re a real glutton for disappointment, aren’t you?’

Chelsea rolled her eyes. ‘Give him a break, Wal.’

‘Yeah, Wal!’ Someone else stepped up. His name was Bevan Croydon, a guy of average build and height with brown hair cut ultra short. Not someone Chelsea was a fan of because of his deceit and spiteful treatment of others. 

Bevan snickered. ‘He can’t help it if girls reject him. But you should be able to identify, Ullman. He may be a hand-me-down but then so is your date.’

Wal’s face reddened, then a scowl came over it. ‘What the hell are you talking about, twerp?’

Bevan snickered, ‘Nova. One of Cassidy’s rejects. A hand-me-down, just like Hanson.’

Wal clenched his fists. ‘I’m really gonna thump you one, Croydon. Fatten that upper lip of yours with that so-called moustache...’

Chelsea had to admit it wasn’t much of a moustache. Bum fluff was what her mother called such light hair growth. 

Wal continued, ‘She’s far superior to any girl you’ll ever get to hook up with.’ He stiffened and glanced around theatrically. ‘Where is your date, Croydon? Oh right, you’ve got none! A miserable loser standing around hoping some girl will ask you to dance.’

This time, it was Bevan’s turn to scowl.

Wal continued to taunt him. ‘Oh look, Croydon! There’s one for you.’ He pointed to Fiona Morris, an overweight Down-syndrome girl in a bright green satin dress, swinging her arms and waving her hands in the air as she danced merrily with a group of other girls. ‘Why don’t you ask Princess Fiona to dance? She might take pity on you.’

Bevan’s face twisted and he strode off.

‘That shut him up.’ Wal chuckled. He returned his eyes to Fiona. ‘Whoa. She looks like she’s having a seizure.’ 

Chelsea had heard enough. ‘Wal! It took a lot of bravery for Fiona to come to this dance on her own, so I don’t know why you’re being a condescending jerk. She deserves a little more respect, not being referred to as a character from Shrek. At least she’s been having a good time, up and dancing with the other girls who haven’t got dates. And Clarke is not a hand-me-down. Nobody is.’ 

She delivered him an additional glare. ‘It sucks that you think someone’s worth is based on whether someone rejected them or not. How many times have you been rejected? Huh? I think with Jacqui alone it must be up to about a thousand times now.’

Wal grimaced and chuckled. ‘Yeah, yeah. Good point.’ He turned back to Clarke. ‘Just messing with you, Hanson.’

‘Yeah...’ Clarke said half-heartedly. ‘Sure.’ He finished off the last of his Coke. 

Just then, Nova Cassie appeared from the main entrance and walked over to join them at the drinks table. Now, there was someone who stood out when it came to amazing beauty. Rich, dark skin, rounded chin and micro-braided hair tied up in a bun. 

If anyone was punching above his weight, it was Wal.

Chelsea had never spoken to her, as she went to another school, but Nova’s smile was bright and warm. ‘Hi! I’m Nova!’

Chelsea and Clarke both smiled and greeted her.

Wal puffed up. ‘Allow me to do the honours, Nova. This guy here... err... damn, I’ve forgotten his first name. I’ve been calling him Newbie since last year. He—’

‘Clarke,’ Clarke said. 

Wal waved a dismissive hand. ‘Just testing you, Clarke. Making sure your glass isn’t full of rum and you’re not so drunk you’ve forgotten your own name.’ He gestured towards Chelsea. ‘And this here is—’

‘Chelsea.’ She held up her glass of juice. ‘A girl who’s rejected Wal in the past, refusing to date him.’ 

Wal grunted. ‘Yeah, yeah, I get your message. You can quit now.’

Nova raised an eyebrow. ‘Wally, have you been stirring?’

Both Chelsea and Clarke burst out laughing. 

‘Yep!’ Clarke said. 

‘Wally?’ Chelsea asked. ‘She’s seriously calling you Wally?’

Wal rolled his eyes. ‘It’s an African thing.’

‘Sure, Wal, sure.’ She drank the last of her juice.

Just then, the music changed. 

‘Oh, another slow dance,’ Nova said, grabbing Wal’s hand. ‘Come on, Wally.’

Chelsea giggled as Nova led the big guy onto the dance floor.

Clarke shook his head. ‘What does she see in him?’

Chelsea placed her empty glass back on the table. ‘He’s not so bad. He comes across as uncouth sometimes, but he does have a soft heart tucked away in there somewhere.’

Fiona Morris stepped up to the drinks table to get herself a cup of lemonade. She then shuffled over to Chelsea and Clarke. ‘Hi guys!’

‘Hi, Fiona,’ said Chelsea. ‘I see you’ve been getting into the swing of things.’

‘It’s really fun.’ She grinned. But then her smile disappeared. ‘But... no boy asked me to dance yet.’

‘Ohh...’ Chelsea felt for her. ‘I’m sorry to hear that. Have you asked one?’

She nodded. ‘I ask Dan Baker... but he said no and he call me Princes Fiona. I am so sick of people saying I’m from Shrek. Wish I hadn’t worn this green dress now.’

‘What a creep,’ Chelsea replied. ‘Don’t feel bad. He’s not worth it.’

Fiona sipped her drink as she gazed back onto the dance floor. She let out a deep sigh. ‘I wish Rex ask me.’

Chelsea followed her gaze. Rex and Vanessa were wrapped up in each other, slow-dancing under the lights.

‘He dance with me, maybe?’ Fiona asked quietly. ‘Just one song?’

‘I don’t know,’ Chelsea said.

‘You’d need a crowbar to pull them apart,’ Clarke added.

Chelsea snickered. ‘You’re probably right.’

Rex’s athletic frame looked so good in his tux, with his short dark hair styled upwards. This was unusual for him as it was normally longer and wavier, but he’d had it cut for the recent Back to the Future musical. 

His deep blue eyes were currently closed as in a faraway land.

For a moment, Chelsea felt a twinge of envy. She remembered back to the very first dance she went to that Rex had attended. It had been her doing the slow-dances with him then. When Rex had first arrived at TAC and Vanessa was not a part of his life. 

Chelsea was yet another reject.

No! she scolded herself. Rex had never been hers. That honour had always belonged to Vanessa, even during the two years she was separated from him. They’d always been in each other's hearts, even when apart.

Fiona pointed to another girl who sat on the sidelines. ‘Rex dance with Alicia before. Just once.’

‘Yeah,’ Chelsea replied. ‘He sometimes dances with other girls from time to time, but Vanessa’s his date.’

‘She’s always his date.’

‘They’re a couple. They’re in love.’

Fiona lowered her eyes to the floor. ‘I wish I could have dance too.’ She gave a tiny shrug. ‘Maybe next song.’ Then she headed to the chairs to join her friends sitting on the side.

Chelsea and Clarke sat down for a bit too. 

Holly was back sitting with Mav. A year ago, Chelsea and Holly would have been congregating together, talking, even with Mav around. Chelsea’s heart felt heavy. If only there were something she could do to make things like they used to be with Holly. 

The orchestra ended its piece and Vanessa returned to the group, settling in without Rex. 

‘Where’s Rex gone?’ Chelsea asked. 

‘Toilet.’ Vanessa smoothed her dress as she sat. ‘I love these dances. There’s just something about cosy­ing up with my darling on the dance floor with all the music surrounding us.’ 

‘You never seem to be able to get enough.’

Her smile was bright, always lighting up any room she was in. ‘I know, right? It’s always like that with us.’

‘Hey, err, Ness,’ Cheslea said. ‘I was speaking to Fiona before. She doesn’t have a date and no one’s asked her to dance yet. I was wondering...’ Chelsea felt awkward about asking. 

‘You want me to dance with her? I didn’t think she was gay.’

‘She’s not. She’s really wanting to slow-dance with Rex.’

‘Oh!’ Vanessa laughed. ‘Of course she was. I am such a dweeb.’ She gazed across at Fiona, who sat quietly with her friends, not joining in the banter. 

‘Do you think he would?’ Chelsea asked. ‘Just a one off. Would you mind?’

‘Of course I wouldn’t mind. And I’m sure Rex would be okay with it. Especially if it makes her night.’

‘It would. I’m sure of it. You sure he would?’

‘Absolutely. I’ll ask him.’

‘Thanks, Ness.’

A few minutes later, Rex returned and Vanessa caught his arm, whispering to him briefly. Chelsea watched as he nodded, then headed straight across the room.

Her heart warmed as Rex approached Fiona and offered his hand. Fiona’s entire face lit up as if he’d just asked her to marry him. She sprang to her feet, grinning from ear to ear as he led her onto the dance floor.

‘Wow,’ Chelsea murmured as Vanessa rejoined them. ‘That’s definitely going to make her night.’

‘I hope so,’ Vanessa said. ‘Nothing worse than going to a dance and nobody wanting to dance with you.’

‘I’m sure you’ve never had that problem. More likely it’s the opposite extreme and you’re constantly having to say no.’

Vanessa chuckled. ‘Too true. Although there were some dances I attended at intermediate where I wouldn’t dance with anyone.’

‘Not even Rex?’

‘He was in England for two years.’

‘Oh right. So, it was two, two-year period you were separated. One back then and one more recently before you came to Te Arawa.’

‘Uh-huh.’

‘So why did you attend them then?’

‘My friends wanted me to. But it just seemed so wrong to dance with any other boy.

‘That’s so sad.’

Vanessa shrugged. ‘I stopped wallowing after a while and made an effort. It helped when I met a girl like me there. We became close and she became my dance partner. At least until Rex returned from England. Anyway, time for a sit down.’ Vanessa headed over to another chair beside Holly.

Chelsea turned her eyes to Rex as he gently placed his arms around Fiona’s shoulders and she wrapped hers around his back. Her face glowed with the biggest smile Chelsea had ever seen. Then, like Vanessa, she rested her cheek on his chest and closed her eyes.

Once again, slight envy came over her, but she pushed it back. ‘She’s gonna remember this evening forever. Dancing with the school hunk.’ 

Clarke stirred beside her. 

She turned to him and smiled. ‘Would you like to head back onto the dance floor? You can be one of the hunks up there too.’

His eyes brightened. ‘You mean that?’ 

‘Sure,’ she said. Maybe he wasn’t a hunk, but he was still cute. She stood and took his hand. ‘Let’s go.’

Chelsea had aching feet by the end of the evening. Clarke had been a great dance partner. She still wasn’t sure she wanted to keep dating him, but it wasn’t because she didn’t fancy him. It was due to his brief involvement with Holly. Would that upset her friend? She kept wondering about it, especially after Holly had avoided eye contact with her. Considering the Mav disaster the previous year, Chelsea didn’t want to risk upsetting their friendship again, not while there were still layers of hurt and mistrust lingering between them.

She agreed to meet up with Clarke on Sunday at one of the local cafés in town and spent an enjoyable couple of hours with him. As she walked home, she passed a house that had been for sale for a few weeks. An open home was on and a boy she didn’t recognize leaned over the fence, drumming his fingers idly.

He stood out immediately. Tall, athletic, about her age, with short, spiky brown hair. As she drew closer, she noticed his eyes were on her and he offered her a confident, sideways grin, one eyebrow quirked higher than the other.

‘Hey,’ he said before she walked by. 

She drew to a halt and sent a friendly smile back. ‘Hi.’

‘You live around here?’ he asked in a friendly tone.

‘Yeah. Lived here most of my life.’

His higher eyebrow rose even higher. ‘Never seen you around before.’

‘I’ve never seen you around.’

He straightened. ‘You must go to a school in New Plymouth, I’m guessing.’

‘Err no.’ Chelsea raised her eyebrow this time. 

‘No? You go to TAC?’

‘Yeah. Always have...well, apart from a few months late last year when I was in New Plymouth Girls’ High.’

‘Ahh, that’ll explain it,’ the boy said.

Her curiosity, paired with the boy’s good looks, kept her rooted to the spot. ‘So, what about you? What school do you go to? Not TAC, that’s for sure.’

‘I’m starting there tomorrow.’

‘Oh...’ She frowned slightly. A new boy, acting as if she were the one who was the stranger in town. 

Before she could ask more, he spoke again. ‘The name’s Byron...’ He paused, an expectant look on his face as if she might know his name. She didn’t. ‘Temporarily living in New Plymouth right now but my olds are wanting to buy a place here in Te Arawa. That’s why I’m standing around outside this place, bored out of my tree. What’s your name, anyway?’

‘Chelsea.’

Byron stroked his chin thoughtfully. 

‘What?’ she asked.

‘Nice name.’

‘Err... not really. I always kind of thought it was geeky.’

‘Nah!’ He flagged his hand. ‘It’s cool, it reminds me of sugar.’

Chelsea laughed. ‘Yeah, my parents used to call me Chelsea Sugar all the time.’ She rolled her eyes. ‘Goodness knows why they gave me the name of a sugar refining company.’

Byron chuckled. ‘You seem really sweet, that’s for sure.’

Chelsea’s cheeks heated up. It was a cheesy compliment but coming from this guy, it was flattering.

For a moment, everything felt light... until Byron paused as someone approached along the footpath. It was Marla Conway, a slightly overweight blonde girl from school. Marla’s eyes widened and she instantly quickened her pace, almost scurrying past.

Chelsea wasn’t sure whether to comment but didn’t get a chance when a voice rang out. 

‘Byron! We’re going!’

In the driveway was a blue sedan. A man, a woman and a girl, maybe slightly younger than Byron, were climbing into it. 

‘Ah shit.’ Byron turned and sighed. ‘Well, that’s me outta here. Maybe I’ll see you at school tomorrow?’

‘Sure.’

He grinned and jogged off to the car.

The car pulled out and, as it drove away, Marla returned, walking hesitantly towards her.

‘Hi, Marla,’ Chelsea said. ‘Everything okay?’

‘Was...was that Byron Hastings?’

Chelsea blinked. The anxiety on Marla’s face unsettled her. ‘Err... well, he said his name was Byron.’ 

‘Oh God, it is him!’ Her face paled.

Chelsea tensed. ‘Huh? What’s wrong with him?’

‘You don’t know who he is?’

‘No. I thought he was new.’ 

Marla ran her hands through her long blonde hair. ‘He was at TAC for a short while last year.’

Chelsea blinked. That explained his odd manner. Why hadn’t he told her?

Her stomach knotted. There had to be a good reason. ‘Did he...get suspended or something?’

Marla scoffed. ‘You seriously don’t know who he is? Nobody told you about him? Your friends?’

‘No, I...’ then something came to mind. Something awful.

Marla filled her in before it could fully compute. ‘You know about the barn burning incident last year during the production party? The one where Ben Tamati locked up a bunch of people in that barn and set it on fire. You know! You must! Jacqui, Holly, Vanessa, Mav...’

Chelsea’s gut churned as the pieces fell into place.

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
F]ﬂmﬂﬁt
at TAC

RICHARD PINKERTON





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





