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For Oliver, who isn’t afraid of anything…
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Chapter One





“Just a few more weeks. That’s all – a few more weeks and then we’re done.”


“Until September.”


“Whatever.”


“And, you know, aren’t you forgetting something? Like exams, maybe?”


Everyone else groaned, despite Grey’s grin. Nobody needed (or wanted) to be reminded about the exams. The Clerkenwell School took exam results very seriously indeed. Almost as seriously as their parents did.


The bell signalling the last of the afternoon’s classes rang, and Izzy hauled herself up from the small grass square that passed for the Clerkenwell’s courtyard, dusting down her school skirt and scooping her bag on to her shoulder. All around the courtyard, students started towards their respective classrooms, watched from the doorways by the school prefects. Not that anyone was in much of a hurry – it was the last real day of term. When the bell rang at 3:30pm, that was it. Study leave – and then exams, yes, but Izzy wasn’t going to think about that until she had to. Which was horribly soon.


If she was honest, she thought, hitching the strap of her bag further over her shirt, it was probably about three weeks ago. Mia and Dom had had their revision timetables all drawn up and printed out by half term. “Tiger mother,” they’d said in unison when Noah had sniggered at the neat charts marked up in the twins’ diaries – everyone knew how pushy she was when it came to school. Not that Noah had much to worry about. He was probably the only one of the whole group who stood a chance of getting anywhere near a top grade. There was a reason he was at Clerkenwell, after all, and unlike most of them it wasn’t his family’s money.


Izzy slipped into her seat in the English classroom just ahead of Kara and Grey. Kara kept her head down – she was the one person in the whole class who looked unhappy about the end of term. It didn’t exactly take a genius to know why, either. Poor Kara. She was so afraid of being on the outside that she’d rather be the butt of Tigs’s jokes than risk being forgotten. You could see it in her face. Even after all the time she and Tigs had known each other, she was still afraid of being shut out. All she wanted was to be part of this mythical ‘inner circle’ that had Tigs at its centre. Izzy had said as much to Grey, not all that long ago, as they’d waited for the lifts in the lobby of the Barbican’s Lauderdale Tower where they both lived.


Grey had shrugged and said, “You know what else has an inner circle? Hell.”


“You’re telling me Antigone Price is the devil?” Izzy had laughed as the lift pinged and the doors opened, following Grey inside. She’d jabbed the button for the thirteenth floor, followed by the eighteenth for him.


“Maybe not the devil. But she comes pretty close…”
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The afternoon dragged. Nobody bothered to hide the fact they weren’t working, and even their teacher didn’t seem too concerned. Mrs Alderman went as far as to sit down, tell them all to read a book and to get out a magazine for herself. She flipped through it, occasionally glancing up to make sure they were at least all still there.


A fly buzzed inside the sash window beside Izzy’s desk, somehow trapped between the two panes of glass. On the other side of the window, she could just make out the top of Lauderdale Tower looming over the neighbourhood.


When they first met, living in the Barbican had been her way in with Tigs – who had apparently decided that everyone living within the confines of the Barbican estate’s walls was (in her words) ‘safe’. Everyone outside was not. It was a ridiculous idea given that an apartment across the road in Florin Court – where Kara lived – cost just as much as one in the Barbican’s blocks and had its own residents’ pool, but that was Tigs all over. It wasn’t just about the money – although money was definitely a part of it. It was about something more. Of course, Tigs still hadn’t let Izzy forget that she was a new girl. She’d only moved in a year ago, hadn’t she? Tigs had been born there.


With its locked residents’ garden and its lake with fountains and terraces, the Barbican was a maze of low-rise blocks punctuated by three towers. Sitting at the edge of the bustling City of London business district, just behind St Paul’s Cathedral, it had been built on land flattened by the bombs of the Blitz. The idea was that it would be the future of city life – thousands of flats and apartments in all shapes and sizes, raised up above the level of the roads and the traffic below. It was intimidating from the outside, designed to look almost like a castle. Even its name, Barbican, meant a kind of fortress. In the middle was the garden and the lake, and the Barbican Centre itself – a complex of theatres and cinemas, art galleries, libraries and restaurants open to the public, provided they could find the entrance. The whole place was a labyrinth of different levels, walkways that led nowhere and doors that could only be opened with a resident’s key. It was ‘exclusive’. And Tigs lived in the most exclusive part – a sprawling apartment on the thirty-fifth floor of Shakespeare Tower, one of the high-rise blocks right at the heart of it. Something she liked to remind everyone of at every possible opportunity.


A loud scraping sound, followed by a crash, snapped Izzy’s attention away from the window and back into the room. Two rows ahead of her, a chair was lying on its side in the aisle and next to it Grey was flat on his back, crying with laughter. Mrs Alderman peered over the top of her magazine, scowled and shook her head. It wasn’t the first time Grey had managed to fall off his chair in class. He bowed to the room – obviously enjoying the applause he was getting – and picked up his seat, dropping back down into it with a grin.


“Show-off,” Izzy muttered.


When the bell rang, finally, she hung back, sliding her folder carefully back into her bag. Mrs Alderman had moved on to the crossword, and as Izzy passed the teacher’s desk, she glanced up. “Murder, Izzy?”


“How many letters, Mrs Alderman?”


“Eight.”


“Homicide, Mrs Alderman. But you know that already.”


“Just testing.” Mrs Alderman tapped her pen on the magazine. “How’s the revision going?”


“It’s going.” Izzy made what she hoped was a non-committal sound.


“You are taking it seriously, aren’t you?” The teacher was suddenly stern. “I’m not trying to pass judgement, but after your last school I know how important—”


“I’m taking it seriously. I am. Honestly.” Izzy stared at the floor. The classroom suddenly felt like it was shrinking, getting smaller and smaller. The walls were pressing in on her and all she could think about was getting out.


“I’m glad to hear it. These exams could affect your whole future. This isn’t a dry run, this is the real thing.” She blinked at Izzy, watching her reaction – then said, more kindly, “Although that’s not to say you shouldn’t have a break now and then.”


“No, Mrs Alderman.”


The teacher looked her up and down. “Go on, then. I imagine your friends are waiting for you. Tell Grey I look forward to seeing his exam script, by the way…”


“I will, Mrs Alderman.” Izzy smiled, and clutching her bag tightly she headed out of the classroom and into the bright sunlight of the courtyard.
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Exactly as predicted, Grey was waiting, along with the others, on the grass. Izzy came out just in time to see him drop to his knees, shouting “Freedom!” at the top of his voice. His school tie was clutched in one of his raised fists and his dark hair flopped across one of his eyes.


“You’re such a loser,” she said, stopping just in front of him.


“You love it,” he grinned up at her, brushing his hair out of his face. “It makes you feel superior.”


“I am superior. Obviously.”


“You keep telling yourself that.” Grey shook his head.


“So, I was thinking,” said another voice from somewhere behind Izzy’s head, cutting through their conversation as though it wasn’t happening. Her heart sank. Tigs. She didn’t turn round, hoping that Tigs would take the hint. Some hope – Tigs carried on regardless.


“I was thinking – revision party? My place? Later?”


“Revision party? Yeah, right. Like my parents will go for that,” said Juliet, perched on the wall next to Dom. She peered over her sunglasses at Tigs.


“Fine. ‘Study group’, then.” Tigs sighed theatrically. “Aren’t they working, anyway?”


“Mum’s on the rota, Dad’s on call. Go figure.”


“What they don’t know while they’re busy being super-doctors won’t hurt them, will it?” Tigs flicked her glossy blonde hair back over her shoulder and beamed. “So it’s sorted. Six o’clock.”


“Shall we even bother bringing books?” Noah raised an eyebrow at Tigs, who pouted.


“Depends if you want to waste time studying, doesn’t it?” With another hair flick, Tigs shot them all a dazzling smile and flounced off in the direction of the main entrance, forcing Noah to step out of her way. If Grey noticed the sway of her skirt as she went, he didn’t show it. But then, he never did. Dom, on the other hand…


Juliet followed his gaze. “Ugh. You’re all so predictable.”


“Shh.” Dom tried to put his hand over her mouth. “No talk. Pretty girl walking.”


“Oh, come off it!” Juliet twisted underneath his arm and gave him a gentle shove. He slipped backwards on the wall and only saved himself from going over altogether with an undignified scramble.


“You know that was all for you, don’t you?” Izzy nudged Grey in the ribs as they fell into step. Their little group was the only one still in the courtyard. Ahead of them, the solid wooden door on to the street stood open, while behind them Dom tried to empty the dregs of his water bottle over Juliet, who screamed and raced past them with Dom and Noah in hot pursuit, laughing. It was just the two of them left now. Grey watched the others for a moment as they ran off, then shook his head.


“Not interested.”


“In Tigs? Doesn’t look like she feels that way about you…”


“Yeah, well. I’m taken, aren’t I?”


“What? Oh, in your dreams, lover-boy.”


It had become a running joke – ever since the day she’d almost collided with him in their building’s entrance lobby and seen the stack of terrible horror movie DVDs in his hands. Top of the pile was a copy of Warlock, of which she knew every single line. The bond had been instant, and since then they’d had regular horror ‘dates’ (as Tigs liked to call them, making little quote marks in the air with her fingers each time) watching endless schlocky films full of monsters, vampires and chainsaw-wielding maniacs. Grey liked the monsters – even if he got annoyed when Izzy pointed out that you could usually see the seams in the swamp-creature’s latex suit. Izzy, on the other hand, liked the serial-killer ones best, and it drove her crazy that Grey always guessed the bad guy. Any time Izzy shrieked or hid behind her hands, he would shrug and laugh smugly. “You knew that was coming though, right? If they die offscreen, they’re not really dead.” This was usually the point where she threw a cushion at him.


Grey and Izzy walked side by side on the narrow pavements, as they did every school day. In the mornings, the huge concrete bulk of the Barbican fell away behind them like a shadow. In the afternoons, it rose up to meet them. Today, it baked in the sun beating mercilessly down on the glittering skyscrapers of the City. To an outsider, looking at it from the wrong side of the forbidding wall, surely you’d have to be crazy to want to live there. It was hot in the summer and miserably gloomy in the winter, when the rain streaked the endless grey with black. But when you got into the middle of it (if you got into the middle of it) the Barbican was another story altogether. The garden was full of spreading trees that cast shade on even the hottest afternoons, and from inside the fence that kept the general public out, you could sit on the side of the lake and dangle your feet into the water.


The porter in the entrance hall of Lauderdale Tower nodded in greeting as they walked in, then turned back to whatever he was watching on the little television under the security desk. Grey ducked ahead through the glass doors into the lift lobby, flicking at the ‘call’ button on the central console, which sat on top of a small column in the middle, and turning to watch the three lifts expectantly.


“Which one, then?” he asked.


“I’m not playing.” She tried to sound stern, but couldn’t. They’d been playing this game ever since they’d started walking to and from school together last autumn, betting on which lift would arrive at the entrance level first.


“Come on. I’m going with … number three.” He pointed his finger at the nearest lift. Sure enough, there was a sudden whirring sound from behind the closed doors and the little red floor indicator set above them began to count down the floors from twenty-five.


“Nah,” she gave in. “It’s almost four o’clock. You know what that means…” She held up her hands in triumph as the indicator lurched to a halt at seventeen.


“Mrs Johnson. Foiled again by the blue-rinse brigade.”


Grey slumped dramatically over the centre console, dropping his bag on the floor. Every day at 4pm, little Mrs Johnson emerged from her apartment on the seventeenth floor to walk her poodle around the garden. The fact that dogs were allowed in neither the garden nor the actual apartments had never stopped her.


“Two. It’ll be lift number two.”


A moment later, lift number two pinged and the doors clattered open. Grey snatched his bag up from the floor and pouted at her.


“Next time, Whedon.”


“You just hate losing. Admit it.” She laughed as she pressed the buttons for their respective floors, and was still shaking her head at him when the lift stopped to let her out at the thirteenth.


“You want me to wait for you later?” Izzy pressed one hand against the side of the door to stop it closing.


Grey shook his head. “Nah. Go on over without me. My beloved mother’s actually home so I’d better make nice.”


“No party tonight? What’s she going to do with herself?” Grey’s mother had an incredibly successful party-planning business, but it meant that she spent most of her time going up and down the country overseeing the lavish events she’d organized. Grey didn’t exactly say it out loud, but Izzy always got the feeling he resented all the travelling and the time she spent away from home.


“Probably try to organize me.” Grey sighed. “I’ll see you over there.”


“Tigs’ll sulk if she thinks you aren’t coming…”


“Tigs will always find something to sulk about. I’m way down the list.” He suddenly focused on a point just above Izzy’s shoulder, and she turned round to follow his gaze. On the wall opposite, the floor indicator for lift number three whizzed through thirteen and on down to the lobby. Grey shook his head sadly and bit his lip. “Mrs Johnson…” he said sorrowfully as Izzy stood back, letting the doors slide shut.
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“Where’s Grey?” These were the very first words out of Tigs’s mouth when she opened the door and found Izzy standing on the other side. Alone. She blinked out at the landing, obviously expecting him to appear out of thin air.


“He said he’d come later.” Izzy tried not to sound offended. “We’re not joined at the hip.”


“Whatever.” Tigs quickly lost interest and flung the door wide open for Izzy to step through. “You’re sure he’s coming, though. Right?”


“Why don’t you call him and ask him?” Izzy really was trying. She was.


“God, no. I’m not calling him. Besides, you usually know where he is. What’s with you two, anyway?”


“Exactly the same as last time you asked me. Nothing.”


“Like I said, whatever.” Tigs held up a hand and kicked the door shut again.


In Izzy’s apartment, the door would have slammed, shaking the whole floor. In the Price apartment, however, things worked a little differently. Their front door swung silently on its hinges, slowing down until the latch met the doorframe with a discreet, but solid, click. On the other side, the floor to ceiling windows of the living room took in the whole of the London skyline from thirty-something storeys up, the glass towers of the City glittering in the evening sun. On the vast red velvet sofa that dominated the room, Izzy could see Juliet and Mia, while Kara and Dom sat on the floor on the other side of the glass coffee table. There were, somewhat surprisingly, folders and notebooks open on the table.


“You actually meant ‘study party’, then?” Izzy jerked her head towards the revision notes.


Tigs looked blank, then laughed. “As if. It’s in case the Paternal puts in an appearance.”


“Your mum’s not home?”


“She’s on retreat.”


“Is she OK?”


“The Maternal? Please. She treats that place like a hotel.” Tigs breezed past Izzy and into the kitchen, pulling open the door to a fridge that was taller than either of them. “She’ll be fine as soon as they dry her out. No. Wait.” She slammed the fridge shut again and leaned back against the door, thoughtfully tapping the top of the drink she’d just pulled out. “They don’t dry you out when it’s pills, do they? What do they do? Shake you?” She stared into the middle distance, then shrugged. “Anyway, speaking of pills…”


There was a series of rapid knocks on the door. Tigs rolled her eyes. “It’s open!”


“It’s so not…” Grey’s voice was muffled by the heavy wood and Tigs almost fell over herself in her rush to get to the door. It was either incredibly sweet or really pathetic – Izzy couldn’t quite decide which.


However, Grey wasn’t alone on the landing, which meant that Noah was treated to the full force of Tigs’s best smile, as Grey breezed past her and threw himself down into an enormous armchair covered with a shimmering silvery fabric. In his torn jeans and his beaten-up Converse, he should have looked totally out of place, but there was something about him that said he belonged. It was easy for him, for Tigs … for all of them. All of them except for Izzy, anyway – and maybe Noah – and she felt almost jealous. Even Kara seemed to fit in here – she and Tigs had started school on the same day and as far as Izzy could tell, they’d been friends ever since. Well. Perhaps ‘friends’ was too strong a word for it, but there was definitely something there. Something that Izzy wasn’t sure she’d ever have with Tigs, or with the others. Thinking about it like that, maybe Grey was the odd one out. ‘Odd’ being the operative word.


“Right. So. School’s out. Monster exams coming up … anyone else had ‘the speech’ yet?” Grey glanced around the room.


“Back in December,” chorused Dom and Mia.


Grey blinked at them. “Your mum doesn’t muck about, does she?”


“No.”


“‘I’m not worried about you disappointing me.’” Grey’s impersonation of his mother was uncanny – even down to the way he moved his hands as he spoke, his fingers fluttering from side to side. “‘I’m worried about you disappointing yourself.’ It’s like there’s a book they get this stuff from.”


“Exams, though.” Squeezed into the middle of the sofa, Juliet looked a lot younger than everyone else, her eyes wide and earnest behind the thick frames of her glasses. “They’re a big deal. I mean, if we don’t do well in these…”


“Spare me.” Grey’s voice had an edge to it. “I got all this earlier.”


“Maybe they’re right. That’s all I’m saying. We should take this stuff seriously.” She was twirling her long pendant necklace around her finger, the way she always did when she was nervous. It was a red glass bead, stretched into a teardrop the size of her thumb. Juliet never took it off. At school she wore it over her collar and tucked underneath her tie, and no matter how many times the teachers had threatened to confiscate it, they never had.


“Fine. But does everybody have to keep going on about it? Like that’s going to help! It’s not like we’ve never sat exams before, is it? We’re Clerkenwell students. That’s what we do.”


“Not like these, though…”


“Juliet? Do me a favour? Stop talking, yeah?”


Their exchange had soured the mood in the room, taking it from celebratory to tense in less than a minute. Grey had said what the rest of them were already thinking, and Juliet had come a little too close to voicing everything that they were afraid of. They were Clerkenwell students, Grey’d been right about that. Their parents were successful. Their school was successful. They had no choice but to follow suit. Failure, at anything, was not an option.


It was Tigs who broke the silence. She was standing in the doorway, holding a small white paper bag. “As I was saying. I might be able to help with the whole … revision thing.” She rummaged in the bag and pulled out a stack of white oblong packets, tossing them to each of the group in turn.


The box rattled slightly as it landed in Izzy’s hands. It was made of thick, glossy cardboard, embossed with the words FokusPro in heavy bold lettering. Nothing else. Inside were three silver blister-strips of tablets, shining in the light. They felt cold to the touch as she shook them into her hand, almost as though they were sucking the heat from her skin.


“You can thank me on results day,” said Tigs smugly. “They’re the new thing in the States. All the college kids are taking them for finals.”


“A study drug?” Noah stared at the box resting on his palm. “Are you sure that’s a good idea? Won’t we get in trouble?”


“It’s fine. I swear. They’re just a bunch of vitamins and supplements or something. They’re meant to help you work for longer, remember stuff better. All that. And it’s not like anyone’s going to know, is it?”


“Where’d you get them?” Izzy poked a hole in one of the blisters with her nail and popped out a tablet. It was bright yellow, stamped with a small circle. It smelled awful – like something rotten. She frowned at it, then glanced at the others. No one else seemed to be bothered.


“Internet. Obviously.”


“The internet?”


“It’s fine! I used the Maternal’s account. She gets all her stuff from this pharmacy. Noxapharm or something.”


“Well, that fills me with confidence…” Izzy couldn’t tear her eyes away from the pill in her hand. Something about it felt … off. Like that smell. Nothing good could smell like that, surely?


“Oh, come on. It’s called ‘FokusPro’. They wouldn’t be allowed to call it that unless it had been tested and everything. It’s literally just a bunch of algae and stuff. That’s all it does. Helps you concentrate.” Tigs scrunched up the paper bag and lobbed it across the room. “I mean, what’s the worst that can happen, right?”



















Chapter Two





As she glanced around the room, Izzy was relieved to see everyone looked as puzzled as she felt. Most of the others were doing exactly the same as she was – tipping the silver blister strips out of their packets and frowning.


“So. It goes like this.” Tigs held up a hand to make sure they were all watching her. When Juliet was a fraction of a second too slow to look up, Tigs rolled her eyes and coughed. “Hello, Jools? This is kind of important.”


“Sorry.” Juliet looked like she wished the sofa would swallow her up.


“As I was saying…” Tigs leaned back against the glossy dark paintwork of the doorway, counting on her fingers. “Three strips of pills. Twelve pills in each strip. One pill every four hours you’re studying, up to a maximum of four doses a day.”


Noah narrowed his eyes, watching Tigs from the end of the sofa. “So you’re saying there’s –” his eyes rolled towards the ceiling as he did the maths – “nine days’ worth of this stuff?”


“I think that’s what I just said, wasn’t it?”


“Well, no. What you said was—”


“Fine.” Tigs was already starting to look bored. “Four of these a day and then it’s done. Exams will be a walk in the park and we can get on with the summer.”


“You know there’s more than nine days till the end of our exams, though, right?” Noah had folded his arms across his chest and was watching Tigs, one eyebrow raised.


She sighed. “Thank God you’re here, Noah. I don’t know how I’d have figured that out without you.” As she spoke, she stepped away from the door and sidled up to him, patting him on the head. From the way he winced, Izzy thought she probably did it a little harder than she needed to. “Look, how you plan your revision timetable’s totally up to you. I’m just the one saving your sad little futures right now, not your nanny.”


Izzy still didn’t like it. The whole idea of taking some kind of pill that Tigs (of all people) had ordered over the internet made her uneasy. What was in them, exactly? It was all very well saying it was vitamins and seaweed, but how could they know for sure? And that was before even considering the fact it was basically a study drug. Whatever Tigs said, it still felt like cheating, somehow.


Despite all this, Izzy couldn’t quite bring herself to hand the pills back – not even to put them on the table in the middle of the room and leave them there.


After all, no one else was. And even though they were friends now, sitting in Tigs’s ridiculous apartment at the top of a tower, in a couple of weeks they would be sitting at the narrow desks of the exam hall, and each one of them would be completely on their own. When it came to the results, there was only one top spot on the list – everyone else was just a high-ranking loser. It was the first thing anyone learned about life at Clerkenwell.


Izzy slid the blister strips back into the box and pushed it into the pocket of her jeans. She didn’t have to take any of them, did she? But this way, at least she could make that choice later on, depending on how the revision was going.


It wasn’t like they hadn’t known the exams were coming. They’d been prepped and prepped and then prepped some more. There had been mock exams, and mocks for those, too. And now. Now it was the real thing. These exams wouldn’t just grade them, individually and as a group. It also graded the school in the league tables, and nobody wanted to be the one to bring the average score down.


Izzy rubbed her hands together, trying to warm up her palms. The peculiar chill she’d felt earlier seemed to have sunk right into her bones and made them ache. Maybe it was all in her head – nobody else seemed to be bothered. It was just her imagination. She was worried, that was all. Worried that someone would talk – that one of the others might not be able to keep the secret. Worried about getting caught. And what would happen then? Did any of the others have as much to lose as she did?


The atmosphere in the room had relaxed, and Tigs had turned her attention to perching on the arm of the chair currently occupied by Grey, all the while flipping her glossy hair back over her shoulder. She was studiously ignoring him which – if Izzy knew Tigs, and she was pretty sure she did – meant that she was trying to work out a way of ‘falling’ off the chair and into his lap. When it came to Grey, Antigone Price was the embodiment of that old quote about never, ever, ever, ever giving up. Grey didn’t get a say in the matter.


That was quite enough for Izzy. She walked over to the sliding glass door on to the balcony that ran the whole width of the flat, hauling it open and stepping out into the cool air. All of the City – and, beyond, all of London – lay spread out below her. It wasn’t like the view from her own family’s flat was bad, either, but the difference between the thirteenth floor and the thirty-fifth was staggering. From up here, people were no bigger than ants, tiny coloured specks bustling this way and that, threading through the Barbican’s walkways to the complex at the centre, or heading back out towards the Tube. Izzy peered over the metal railing, holding on tight and pressing her knees against the glass panel below it.


“Long way down…” she whispered into the wind. That was the other thing about being this high up – it was never not windy. It could be the calmest summer day imaginable down at ground level, but this high up, there was never less than a stiff breeze. It tugged at her hair, whipping it out over the rail. Izzy tried not to look down again, but she couldn’t help it. It was the same every time she came up here, and the same every time she went out on her own balcony. Her eyes were always drawn downwards, as she imagined how long it would take to fall…


Forcing herself to let go of the rail, she took a step back into the safer territory of the balcony, towards the windows and the rough concrete wall. Her fingers ached as she uncurled them. She hadn’t realized just how tightly she’d been gripping on. And that was since she’d got the better of her fear of heights. There hadn’t been much choice, had there, after they’d moved into a tower block. However expensive or sought-after the flats might be, they were still a long way off the ground.


A quiet swoosh noise behind her, followed by a click startled Izzy and she turned round to see Tigs smiling at her from the other side of the sliding door.


Which was closed.


Tigs’s fingers were resting on the locking mechanism.


“Tigs…” Izzy brushed her hair back from her face, but the wind blew it straight back again. “Tigs!”


There was a solid clunk as Tigs swung the locking handle into place. From the other side of the glass, she smiled sweetly at Izzy, and then lifted her other hand. She was holding a small remote control. Batting her eyelashes, she tipped her head to one side and pressed one of the buttons on the little remote. The curtains on the inside of the glass swished smoothly closed.


Izzy was shut out and cut off.


“Hey!” she shouted at Tigs, but there was no answer. Of course there wasn’t. She was already homing in on Grey again and this was her way of making sure Izzy was out of the picture.


Not that there was a picture for her to be in, anyway. It didn’t seem to matter how many times Izzy said it, Tigs never believed her. There wasn’t anything between her and Grey. Never had been and sure as hell never would be. It was, funnily enough, one of the first conversations she and Tigs had ever had – if ‘conversation’ could also mean ‘Tigs warning her that Grey was off-limits, whether he liked it or not’. It hadn’t bothered Izzy at first. All she’d wanted was to fit in, to settle into her new school, new home, new life and to put the past behind her. She’d got it – Tigs was marking her territory, defending her pack, whatever. Now, though, it was getting annoying.


“Tigs!” Izzy banged her hand on the window. “Not funny!”


Again, there was no response.


“Well, that’s just great,” Izzy sighed and turned away from the window. There was nothing for it but to wait until Tigs decided to grow up and open the door. Might as well enjoy the view…


Lights were starting to come on in some of the windows in the long, low blocks that made up most of the rest of the Barbican. In other flats, the balcony doors were slid open as people came home from work and stepped out into the evening air. A gust of wind blew a snatch of music up, even to this height, from whatever was happening on the forecourt of the Barbican centre. It sounded like jazz, briefly, and then it was gone. On the far side of the complex, the glass office towers of the City were still buzzing with activity. Tiny little desks sat in rows along the glass sides, as if in a vast dolls’ house.


And Izzy? Izzy was locked on a balcony.


There was a clunk from the far end of the balcony. Izzy looked round and straightened her hair – apparently Tigs had taken less time to get a grip than usual. But it wasn’t Tigs who stuck her head round the door of one of the bedrooms. It was Kara. Izzy’s hair whipped into her eyes yet again, and for a second she envied Kara’s short hair. At least she didn’t have to worry about the wind.


“I thought you’d been gone a while,” Kara said.


“Yeah. She’s got a weird sense of humour, hasn’t she?” Izzy nodded to the locked door and the drawn curtains.


Kara smiled sadly. “Tell me about it. Tigs has always been like this. Don’t take it personally. I spent the first couple of years I knew her thinking it was just a thing. Thinking she’d wake up one morning and we’d just be fine, you know?” She looked out over the City, then back to Izzy. “But this is just how she is. She doesn’t like people getting too close.”


“Like anyone gets the chance.”


“Yeah, well. You better come back in before she realizes I’ve opened the door. She’ll kill me.” Kara was no longer smiling.


Great as the view might be, Izzy wasn’t going to hang around on the balcony any longer, and she quickly followed Kara back inside They hurried through what was obviously a spare room – with a bed that Izzy guessed was as big as her entire bedroom, piled high with velvet and silk cushions – and slipped out into the long hallway. Laughter trickled down from the far end.


Izzy followed the sound to the kitchen, where she found Grey backed into a corner beside the enormous fridge. Between him and the door was, of course, Tigs. Making the most of her opportunity, she had switched into full-on flirt mode and was leaning in so close to him that Izzy was surprised she hadn’t actually started trying to climb into his arms. Typical Grey, he looked completely unfazed by any of it, which must have been driving Tigs crazy. She used her charm like a weapon and, normally, it knocked people sideways – parents, teachers, half a dozen of the guys from school. And now Grey. Only nobody had ever told Grey that that was how it was supposed to go.


He caught sight of Izzy standing in the kitchen doorway and his face brightened.


“Where’d you go?” he said, more or less shoving Tigs out of the way as he tried to squeeze past her.


“Needed some air. Got a bit more than I was expecting.” Izzy raised an eyebrow at Tigs, who pouted.


“God. Some people can’t take a joke.” There was a sour note in Tigs’s voice, but it seemed like that was the end of it.


From the living room, there was the sound of someone clearing their throat. “So,” said Mia. “Are we going to do some work or what?”


“You’re actually kidding me?” said Tigs as she led the way out of the kitchen. “You want to work? Tonight?”


“Look, maybe your mum’s not going to be quizzing you on how to work out the volume of a cone over breakfast…”


“Dude.” Noah was looking through the huge collection of pristine books on the shelves across the room, the spines all arranged by colour. He didn’t even look away from the bookcase. “It’s one-third pi r-squared by height. You totally know that.”


“That’s not the point…” Mia was blushing.


Izzy dropped on to the sofa beside Mia and nudged her. “Don’t mind Noah. It’s not like he can help being a know-it-all.”


Noah snorted. “Oh, sure I can. Maybe I just like being one.” He grinned at Izzy, who threw a notebook at him, aiming directly for his head.


Noah ducked as it flew across the room. It clattered against the window and he straightened up again, glancing behind him. “Shame. Want to try again?”


“The point is—” Mia raised her voice slightly, trying to be heard over Noah.


“We get the point. You want to be dull and actually, like, revise. Well, fine.” Tigs flung herself across a giant floor cushion. “You’re no fun at all.”


“I’m plenty of fun. I’ll just be more fun once the exams are over.” Mia started to flip through the pages of her folder.


“Hey, Tigs.” Dom leaned towards the cushion from his spot on the floor. “You know who’s really fun…?”


“Spare me. Just … no.” Tigs held up her hand. Dom grinned, and Izzy tried not to smile. Of course Tigs would assume that he was seriously hitting on her.


“What do you want to start with? History or maths?” Mia spread a few sheets of paper across the table, pushing all the folders to one side. Everyone groaned.


“Can’t we start with something easy? Like Mandarin?” Dom asked.


“Mandarin’s only easy for you guys, remember?” Izzy laughed. She could see Dom wriggling his box of FokusPro out of his pocket, turning it over to open it. Mia glanced up, watching her brother thoughtfully, but said nothing.


“Yeah. And Noah.” Dom tapped a strip of tablets out on to the table.


“Hey!” Noah was obviously starting to feel picked on. It didn’t usually stop them. Dom teased him because Noah was his best friend, and Mia teased Noah because Dom was doing it. And Mia always had to do whatever her twin was doing, even if it didn’t necessarily work the other way around.


“That’s because Noah’s a freak.” Tigs said the last word a little too loudly, a little too brightly. Izzy didn’t like the way it sounded – petty and unkind, and jealous. It wasn’t exactly Noah’s fault that he was smarter than the rest of them put together, was it? And it wasn’t like he taunted them with it. Not the way Tigs liked to taunt them with her family’s money, or her connections, or her home.


Maybe Antigone Price was the devil, but it was sure as hell better to have the devil on your side than not.


“Maths,” said Mia. “Seeing as our resident swot has started us off; Noah, how do you calculate the volume of a frustum?”


“A what?” muttered Dom. He had already punched out one of the little yellow pills and was rolling it around in his hand thoughtfully.


“Keep up. A frustum. A cone with the pointy bit cut off?”


“How the hell d’you know that?”


“It’s in the notes?” Mia held up her folder, turning the page to face her brother and displaying it to everyone. Sure enough, there was a neat drawing of a squat cone, and a column of equations and numbers.


“Huh,” said Dom. “Better hope this works, then, hadn’t I?” And without another word, he dropped the pill into his mouth and threw his head back to swallow it.


All around her, Izzy saw the others doing the same, pulling faces as the taste of the pills caught on their tongues. Grey winked at her as he swallowed his. “Down the hatch,” he said, then coughed. “Wow. That is foul.”


Izzy looked at the little yellow circle in her hand. She didn’t really remember pulling the pack out of her pocket, or tipping the tablet on to her palm. But she obviously had, because there it was. Looking right back at her.


“You need a drink?” Noah was holding out a can of whatever sugar-loaded drink he happened to be favouring that month. It was bright orange, and however bad a taste the FokusPro might leave, Izzy suspected that might be worse. She shook her head, smiling. “No, thanks. I’m good.”


And she dropped the tablet on to her tongue, tipping her head back and swallowing. The pill caught in her throat and for a second, she thought it was going to stick there forever. She swallowed again, hard, and thankfully this time it went down. When she looked up, everyone was staring at her.


Izzy coughed feebly, and banged a hand on her chest. “Got stuck,” she muttered. It was good enough for everyone, it seemed, and they all turned their attention to the surface area of a cylinder. All except Kara, who was looking thoughtfully at the palm of her hand. Izzy watched from the corner of her eye as Kara very quietly tucked her small yellow pill down the side of the cushion.
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