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	 “Care?” The girl asked quietly, tilting a cigarette in her direction.

	It took Candy a few seconds to react. She shook her head, “Thanks, I don’t smoke.”
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Chapter 1

	I



	n the windy evening of April, Candy stood beneath a flickering neon sign and checked her phone for the third time.

	She wasn’t mistaken; the address was correct.

	Her wary brown eyes swept over the nearly dilapidated building wedged between a laundrette and a shuttered travel agency.

	Her lips parted in a sigh.

	It seemed less like the meeting place for a university project and more like a place where people conducted shady activities. Sucking in a mouthful of cold air, she walked up to the entrance, carefully avoiding resting her palms on the ominously brown handle as she pushed the door open.

	The smell hit her first.

	Grilled meat, spring onions, garlic and something sweet she couldn’t place. The front half of the building was a small restaurant crowded with customers.

	A few paces away, a tall dark man stood in front of a tabletop cooker, his wrists moving skillfully as he barked out orders to a shorter man who ran around collecting empty dishes.

	For a brief moment, the frenzy paused and the diners looked up from their meal.

	Their eyes lingered on her shiny leather coat and glittering eyelashes before they looked away.

	The conversations resumed.

	Candy remained at the entrance for a few seconds before walking up to the short man scurrying around the room.

	“Sorry, I’m here to meet a group of people. I was told to come here,” she said in the most polite tone she could muster, moving from one point to the other, accompanying the man as he took more orders.

	The short man turned to her with a disgruntled look, but his unsatisfied expression faded away upon locking gazes with the stunning woman in front of him.

	He cleared his throat, “Uh yes, the meeting rooms are at the back, just follow the path down that door and you should find the number you’re looking for,” he finished, pointing at a wooden door at the opposite end of the room.

	As she pushed open the door, warmth struck her first before the noise.

	The music was loud enough that she felt it in her ribs as she moved through the dimly lit corridor. Using her phone flashlight, she checked the numbers on each door as she walked by.

	Upon reaching the end of the corridor, she stopped in front of the door on the left and checked the number again.

	17.

	The same number was printed in the message on her phone.

	Through the thick aluminium door, the stench of beer and cigarette smoke wafted through. Candy hesitated.

	She was so out of place here.

	She looked down at herself: black coat, pressed trousers, hair straightened to perfection, hanging down past her boobs.

	She had envisioned that her first project meeting would be at some quiet cafe, but that illusion was shattered the moment she lost the drawing-of-sticks game with her teammates.

	She looked at the door again and clenched her teeth as she recalled the message that was sent to the group chat earlier.

	Project meeting. Room 17. Seven o'clock.

	She pushed the door open.

	The room disappeared behind a haze of smoke.

	In the cramped space, four people lounged around in different positions. In a corner, someone was tuning an electric guitar with his foot on an enormous bass speaker. Two other guys sat on the leather sofa adjacent to him, arguing over a song selection.

	She couldn’t exactly pick their words out over the heavy sound of indie music playing.

	The only girl in the room sat in front of a low table covered in empty glasses and notebooks.

	Candy blinked twice.

	Nobody noticed her at first.

	She remained by the door, one hand still resting on the handle.

	Then one of the guys finally looked up.

	"She actually showed up."

	He continued, "Good. We were starting to think you'd dropped the project."

	Candy stepped into the room slowly. "Why would I do that?"

	Someone laughed; she wasn’t sure who.

	"Because everybody wants to drop the project?” A girl said from the couch.

	Raising an arm in a sarcastic gesture, she spoke, "Six weeks. City redevelopment proposal. Forty per cent of our final grade. Twenty per cent of our sanity."

	"Thirty per cent," another voice corrected.

	She shot him a glare. "Depends who's counting."

	One of the guys walked toward the table and picked up a folder, flipping through it carelessly. “It doesn’t seem too hard to do. All we need is to develop a proposal for revitalising a neglected estate within the city.”

	The girl raised a palm in his direction, “And what brilliant ideas do you have for us?”

	The guy stuck his tongue at her while she shot him a death glare.

	Candy winced. This was her group.

	They were seven in number and only five were present in the room, not to mention that they were all poorly acquainted with each other.

	A muscle in her jaw ticked.

	How would she be able to make this team work? Her mid-term scores were banking on this.

	The girl with dark lipstick who sat closest to the door looked up from the half-empty glass she was holding and swept Candy a lazy look before pointing toward an empty chair. “Why don’t you take a seat? You look like your head is about to explode.”

	Two pink patches blossomed on Candy’s cheeks.

	The guys snorted in amusement.

	“You missed the introduction,” the dark-haired girl said.

	She pointed around the room.

	"Rowan."

	The guitarist raised two fingers without looking up.

	"Nina.”

	The other girl who had been bickering with one of the guys gave an uninterested wave.

	“Alex.”

	The last guy nodded.

	Candy opened her mouth, but the girl interrupted, “Candy Rivers, third-time best student of the environmental and regional department, yes, we know you.”

	Candy gave an awkward laugh.

	Nina clapped her hands twice, "Great, now that everyone's here, we can officially continue avoiding work."

	Candy wanted to point out that the dark-haired girl hadn’t introduced herself, but she decided against it.

	Her eyes moved to the girl and she watched as her left hand moved to the breast pocket of her suede jacket. Candy noticed, for the first time, that she was wearing a Vivienne Westwood armour ring.

	The cool piece of metal folded over her knuckles like a tiny silver gauntlet and it made the movement of her pulling out a pack of cigarettes way cooler than Candy would like to admit.

	She pinched a stick between her pale, slender fingers, holding it up.

	Candy stared at her fair hand, wondering how anyone could possess such elegant fingers.

	Each of them was slim and delicate, with soft, defined joints, highlighting the light pink tips of her neatly trimmed fingernails.

	“Care?” The girl asked quietly, tilting a cigarette in her direction.

	It took Candy a few seconds to react. She shook her head, “Thanks, I don’t smoke.”

	“Twang!” The guitar made an ear-grating sound.

	The guy who held it turned back to look at her, then at the other two who sat close by. They shrugged.

	As Candy leaned back against the chair, she noticed the girl’s hand pull back slightly. She wasn’t sure if her eyes were deceiving her, but she saw something similar to excitement flash through the girl’s eyes.

	But before she could dwell on it, the girl’s dark grey pupils shifted away and her lips curled up teasingly, “Of course you don’t.”

	She lifted the all-white cigarette to her lips and pulled out a lighter from her pocket. Candy watched every move of hers, entranced.

	“Hey, both of you ladies have similar hair and similar makeup tastes,” one of the guys suddenly said, pulling their attention away, the dark-haired girl from her cigarette and Candy from the girl’s lips.

	The guy continued, pointing at the dark-haired girl, “This is Maximah.”

	He moved his index finger to Candy and pointed, “And your Candy.”

	The two girls shared a look.

	“Not really Maximah. It’s just ‘Max’ and I believe it’s getting late,” the dark-haired girl said in a cool tone, flicking her lighter once again, making a vermillion glow on the end of a cigarette that had failed to properly light the first time around.

	Candy parted her lips subconsciously as the girl took a long drag and exhaled. White puffs of smoke curled out of her mouth as she turned her attention to Candy, “So what’s the project?”

	***
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	For the next few days, Candy found herself back at the little restaurant that was their group’s meeting spot. Every time she stood before the aluminium door, she felt her head ache as they had barely scratched the surface of their project.

	It was the same old routine once she walked through that door.

	She’d find a place to sit, the guy with the guitar would strike a tune, Nina and Alex would fall into some pointless debate while Max…

	Candy frowned. She couldn’t exactly point out a thing wrong with Max’s attitude when it came to their project.

	Max remained quiet all through their meetings and only contributed when the boys were kicking up a fuss.

	"You're late."

	“I had some trouble finding this place,” she said quietly, stepping over the bottles on the floor so she could reach the empty chair.

	“Of course you did,” Candy said, rolling her eyes.

	On this day, she had on a simple black T-shirt and paired it with a plaid skirt. Her silky dark hair was pulled up in a messy bun and wisps of it framed her egg-shaped face.

	Max nodded at her, “Cool shirt.”

	Candy looked down at her shirt and nodded, “Thanks, it’s my favourite.”

	She looked around the room, surprised to find it empty. “Are the others on their way?”

	Max shook her head, her hand gently tilting the paper cup of coffee she had picked up on her way. “They won’t be coming today.”

	Candy’s eyebrows rose, “Why?”

	Max stared out the window, “Rowan’s got a performance tonight; the other two went to watch.”

	Plopping down on the adjacent seat from her, Candy sighed heavily, “For F-goodness sake!”

	To her surprise, Max chuckled and leaned in, “Too scared to cuss?”

	Her action made the distance between the two drop to
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