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            ‘It is better to light a candle than curse the darkness.’

            ELEANOR ROOSEVELT

            ‘When you light a candle, you also cast a shadow.’

            URSULA LEGUIN
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            ONE

         

         ‘Want to do some shots?’

         Gray could barely hear Chloe’s question above the bass thumping from the speakers.

         It was nearly midnight and the Bijou nightclub was in full swing. Lights spun and collided around them – purple, blue, yellow, green – and then whirled away, dizzyingly. The effect was so blinding that she had to squint to see the small, glittering glasses Chloe held.

         Taking one, Gray peered at the clear liquid inside.

         ‘What happened to the punch?’ she asked, nearly shouting to be heard over the music.

         There’d been some fruity punch around earlier – a technicolor concoction of juice so tooth-achingly sweet it was hard to detect the alcohol in it.

         ‘This’s all I could get.’ Chloe slurred her words slightly as she leaned closer so Gray could hear her.

         She didn’t have to explain. They were underage, which meant they had to rely on older clubbers to buy their drinks.

         Raising the glass, Gray sniffed the contents, wrinkling her nose at the sharp, astringent smell. ‘What is it?’

         ‘Dunno. Vodka, maybe?’ Chloe’s shrug told her how little she cared. ‘Everyone else is drinking it so it must be fine.’ 10

         ‘Are you doing shots?’ The Bolino twins walked up, with Aidan in tow, grinning at the two girls. ‘Down in one!’

         They were all here for Aidan’s birthday – his dad owned the Bijou, and had arranged for everyone to get in regardless of age, as long as they promised not to drink alcohol. It was one of the trendiest clubs in London right now for the younger set, so this was the party of the year. It seemed like half the school had lied to their parents and come here tonight. From the moment Gray had heard about it, the whole thing had seemed exciting and illicit. She and Chloe had spent a week deciding what to wear, settling on skin-tight minidresses in silver (Chloe) and blue (Gray), paired with terrifyingly high heels. Gray could hardly walk, but she thought she looked at least eighteen, if not older.

         There was no way her mother would have given her permission, so she’d used the oldest trick in the book, saying that she was spending the night at Chloe’s. Meanwhile, Chloe’s mother thought they were at Aidan’s.

         The lies only made it more exciting. They’d both been on a high from the moment they’d arrived to find their classmates similarly buzzing. Earlier, they’d all sung happy birthday to Aidan and danced around him as he turned the same russet colour as his freckles.

         Now, though, it was getting late. Gray was tired. She’d borrowed high heels from Chloe and her feet hurt. She was also starting to feel a bit queasy. Their plan for the night had not included food and right now she was regretting that.

         Chloe had no such concerns. Holding up her shot glass, she shook it until the liquid sloshed. ‘Come on, Gray,’ she cajoled. ‘We’re here to have fun.’

         ‘Yeah,’ Tom Bolino said, nudging her. ‘Don’t be a buzz kill.’ 11

         ‘I am having fun,’ Gray insisted. ‘I just don’t want to drink mystery booze and wake up to everyone saying, “Why on earth did she drink that? She didn’t even know what it was. Now, she’s in a coma. What an idiot.”’

         ‘This is the Bijou.’ Chloe said it as if this fact were emphatic evidence of safety. ‘It’s something like vodka. It’s not toxic.’ She swung an arm to take in the room, crowded with sweating dancers, gyrating under the strobing lights. ‘Everyone here isn’t going to wake up in a coma.’

         ‘My dad’s club is safe,’ Aidan agreed, taking unexpected offence.

         Gray bit back an argument about how people get their drinks tampered with in nice places all the time. There was a lot she could have said but the music was too loud and nobody was in the mood to listen. So all she said was, ‘I just don’t think so.’

         Chloe shrugged. ‘Well, I’m not wasting this.’ She raised her glass, smiling. ‘To better grades. And wilder parties.’

         The boys cheered as she downed the shot. She winced at the taste but as soon as she finished, she laughed, slamming the little glass down on the sticky table next to them.

         ‘That was awesome.’

         Closing her eyes, she began weaving to the music, which was so loud Gray could feel the beat of it in her chest. Chloe’s glossy dark curls shimmered in the magenta lights, and her body moved sinuously.

         Across the room, Gray saw a group of men nudge each other and point at her, hunger in their grins.

         Standing abruptly, she angled herself until she blocked her friend from their view. Misunderstanding this move, Chloe beamed at her and gestured at the glass Gray had almost forgotten 12she was holding.

         ‘Come on,’ Chloe said, slurring her words slightly. ‘I haven’t died yet so it must be safe.’

         The boys laughed.

         ‘Yeah, come on Langtry. We’re all still alive,’ Tyler Bolino goaded. ‘Don’t be so boring.’

         That stung. Gray never wanted to be boring. Her mother was boring. Her stepdad was boring. She was nothing like them.

         “Fine,” she said.

         Just as she raised the glass though, Jake McIntyre walked out of the fog of fake smoke billowing across the dance floor. Gray froze, the glass hovering in front of her lips.

         In jeans and a dark shirt, he looked as cool and bored as ever, surveying the room with an air of disapproval. He was too thin. Too arrogant. And so stuck on himself.

         When his eyes found her, she saw his gaze flick to her shot glass. His left eyebrow lifted.

         Heat rose Gray’s face. Without thinking, she hastily lowered her drink. Instantly, she regretted it.

         He was always doing this. Giving her superior looks. He was always looking for ways to make her feel like an idiot. He wasn’t going to decide what she did tonight.

         Defiantly, she turned to Chloe.

         ‘To wild parties,’ she said, and threw her head back to down the drink. The others cheered as she slammed the glass down on the table next to Chloe’s.

         It wasn’t vodka. It had a strong liquorice flavour that made her stomach burn.

         She coughed, her eyes streaming. Her throat felt like it was on fire. Before she could recover, the music changed. Chloe gave 13an excited scream. ‘I love this song!’

         Grabbing Gray’s arm, she dragged her to the dance floor, where a hundred other bodies were already bouncing to the beat. Surrounded by laughing, gyrating young people, with the beat all around, Gray suddenly did want to dance, and she held Chloe’s hand, laughing as they moved to the music. Tyler and Tom had followed them to the floor, and they all danced in a circle.

         Out of the corner of her eye, Gray noticed Jake walk over and stand next to Aidan, who offered him one of the shot glasses. Jake shook his head. Shrugging, Aidan downed the shot and then ran out to dance. Jake stayed where he was, watching them with a frown.

         Conscious of his gaze, Gray threw herself into dancing. The powdery fog rose around her. Her body felt light and lithe. She was part of the music. She whirled easily, soon oblivious to whether anyone was watching.

         Chloe’s face was damp with perspiration as she gyrated, singing the words of the song aloud. Closing her eyes, Gray raised her arms above her head, letting the music take her. Letting herself be free.

         Ten minutes later, though, the music abandoned her. Her lips were dry, and her head was woozy. Her stomach didn’t feel right.

         ‘What’s wrong?’ Chloe shouted over the noise. ‘You look weird.’

         ‘Feel a bit sick,’ Gray said and immediately wished she hadn’t. Talking about it made it worse.

         ‘Let’s get some air.’ Chloe grabbed her hand and led her across the bar.

         Strands of hair clung unpleasantly to Gray’s face as they 14made their way through the crowds, towards the exit. Her stomach lurched with every step.

         Maddeningly, Chloe didn’t seem queasy at all. She just looked worried.

         It was quieter as they neared the door, and noticeably cooler. Wiping the sweat from her face, Gray took deep breaths, trying to steady her stomach. Her mouth felt Sahara dry.

         ‘Need somethin’ to drink,’ she muttered.

         She barely noticed when Chloe disappeared for a minute, returning with a bottle of beer that she shoved into Gray’s hand. ‘Drink this. You’ll feel better.’

         It didn’t seem like great advice.

         ‘I need water,’ Gray insisted.

         ‘The bartender wouldn’t give me any. He said he only sold it in bottles and I couldn’t buy anything because I’m underage. Tyler gave me this. He thought it would help.’

         Gray wasn’t going to drink any more alcohol. The cold bottle felt good against her overheated skin, though, and she held it up to her face, pressing the glass against her cheek.

         ‘Gray.’ Jake’s northern accented voice was unmistakable.

         She spun around to see him a few feet away, his expression dripping disapproval.

         ‘What do you want?’ she asked.

         His brows furrowing, he glanced from the bottle in her hand back to her face. ‘Maybe you should go easy on that. You don’t look so great.’

         This was insulting on multiple levels. But before Gray could think of a devastating reply, Chloe stepped between them, bristling.

         ‘Why don’t you mind your own business, Jake?’ she asked. 15‘You’re always messing with Gray. Giving her looks. It’s so obvious you’re jealous of her. It’s ridiculous.’

         Even in heels she was so tiny she had to stand on her toes to bring her face to the same level as his. She looked like a really angry butterfly. He gazed at her with cool, infuriating detachment.

         ‘I’m just trying to help.’

         Chloe, fuelled by alcohol and a determination to protect Gray, wasn’t backing down.

         ‘She doesn’t need your help. You’re always picking on her. Why don’t you get over it?’

         Jake’s lips tightened, and he turned to Gray. ‘Look,’ he said steadily, ‘I’m not trying to insult you or anything. But you don’t want to get drunk here. There are too many people watching. Too many eyes.’

         Maybe on a different night she would have taken this advice differently. Right now, it made her furious. He was so patronising.

         Ignoring the churning in her stomach, she threw him an imperious look.

         ‘Thanks for your concern. But I’m perfectly able to decide how much I want to drink.’

         For a second, he held her gaze, and she thought he’d argue. But then, shaking his head, he walked away. As Gray watched, one hand on her unruly stomach, he paused at the coat check to retrieve his jacket, and then, without looking back, disappeared out of the wide glass door.

         A cool autumnal breeze flowed in as he departed. It felt good against Gray’s hot skin. When the door closed, the damp heat returned.

         Gray’s stomach flipped. She covered her mouth with her fingers. 16

         ‘He’s so arrogant.’ Chloe was still fuming, but as soon as she saw Gray’s face, her anger faded. ‘Is it worse?’

         Mutely, Gray nodded. ‘Have to go home,’ she said, thickly. ‘Gonna be sick.’

         She didn’t trust herself to say more, and Chloe must have seen the seriousness of the situation in her face, because her only reply was, ‘I’ll get our coats.’

         Gray leaned against the wall as Chloe ran to the cloakroom and handed over the small white ticket. A minute later she came rushing back, clutching their jackets, which they’d checked together at the beginning of the night, when everything was so exciting.

         But Gray couldn’t wait for her coat. She needed air. Now.

         The bouncer stepped aside with a wary look as she bolted, her borrowed high heels skidding on the cement. Under the black and white awning with the illuminated word ‘BIJOU’ in magenta neon, she paused for a split second.

         Then she took two steps to the right and vomited into the base of a giant potted palm tree.

         ‘Gray!’ Chloe ran to her.

         ‘She can’t be sick there,’ the bouncer objected.

         Pulling Gray’s hair back, Chloe fired a glare at him over her shoulder. ‘Leave her alone.’

         The two of them argued across Gray’s back as the sickness slowly subsided and Gray began to straighten, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand.

         What happened next happened fast.

         ‘Bloody hell, is that Gray Langtry?’ A male voice came from a few feet away.

         ‘That’s her!’ Another man responded. 17

         A blinding series of flashes lit up the night. The rat-a-tat-tat of camera clicks came from everywhere, like weapons being fired at them.

         Chloe gasped and stumbled back as voices barraged them.

         ‘How are you feeling, Gray?’ An adult male voice with an Essex accent taunted her. ‘Bit tired and emotional?’

         ‘Who’s your friend? What’s your name, sweet ’eart?’

         ‘Had a bit too much to drink, love?’

         Flash. Flash. Flash.

         Blinded by the camera flashbulbs, Gray couldn’t see the men, but she knew instantly who they were. What they were.

         Her heart sank.

         ‘Does your mother know you’re drinking?’ the first man asked. The others laughed.

         ‘You’re underage, young lady,’ one of them said. ‘I should take you over my knee.’

         Through it all, the flashes lit up the night.

         ‘Gray.’ Chloe’s voice sounded strange – high and nervous; her hand gripped Gray’s fingers hard. ‘What do we do?’

         Desperate, Gray looked for escape. Behind them, the black-clad bouncer stood blocking the doorway, his arms crossed impassively. They couldn’t go back in to their friends.

         Behind the paparazzi, London’s Park Lane was busy with late evening traffic.

         Gray looked at Chloe.

         ‘Run,’ she said.
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            TWO

         

         Clutching each other’s hands, the two girls stumbled into the night.

         Gray was still blinded by the flashes – through the spots swimming in front of her eyes, she saw four burly men clutching cameras. They stretched across the pavement, shoulder-to-shoulder, a human roadblock.

         They were laughing, firing off shots like bullets.

         Using her elbows, she slammed between them, pulling Chloe with her. It was like pushing past boulders.

         The men kept laughing, but they gave way, letting the girls through.

         Heads down, hands covering their faces, the two of them raced down the street in their heels. Behind them, Gray could hear the heavy thud of the men’s footsteps as they followed, cameras flashing like tiny bomb blasts.

         ‘Come on, Gray!’ one of them shouted. ‘Give us a smile.’

         Neither of the girls felt like smiling.

         Even in heels, they were faster than out-of-shape, middle-aged photographers, and gradually the voices faded in the distance.

         The men were still laughing as they dropped behind.

         ‘It doesn’t matter,’ one of them taunted. ‘We got what we need.’

         Finally, the noise of the city rose around them and Gray couldn’t hear them anymore. 19

         She kept running, hurtling down Park Lane, its trendy hotels and restaurants blurring at the side of her vision, until Chloe tripped on an uneven paving stone and fell to one knee, her hand slipping free of Gray’s.

         ‘Chloe!’ Gray spun around, breathless and scared. ‘Are you OK?’

         Chloe didn’t answer. She stayed on her hands and knees, their jackets pooled around her.

         Gray knelt beside her. ‘Are you hurt?’

         ‘I’m fine.’ When Chloe looked up, though, her cheeks were damp. Eyeliner was smudged under her eyes. She looked scared. ‘Help me up? These heels…’

         Gray pulled her to her feet with too much force and the two of them stumbled, clutching each other. A well-dressed couple walking by stared at them with open disapproval.

         Feeling raw and exposed, Gray turned her face away.

         She should have expected all of this. Bijou – popular with young royals and television celebrities – was often in the tabloids. Besides, this wasn’t the first time Gray had been targeted by the paparazzi. Things had been pretty bad right after the election. Back then, photographers had showed up everywhere – outside her school, at the coffeeshop where the kids from her school went after class.

         After a tabloid posted a picture of her walking into school with the headline, ‘PM’s Teen Rocks Uber Short Skirt’ her mother had filed a formal press complaint. There’d been tense meetings with newspaper publishers and, for a while, they’d backed off. She’d believed the worst was over. She’d let her guard down.

         The alcohol buzz had completely evaporated now. Gray felt 20clear-headed, tired and bone cold. Scooping her jacket off the pavement, she handed Chloe hers.

         ‘We have to get going,’ she said. ‘They might follow us.’

         ‘We can’t run far in these heels.’ Chloe’s teeth chattered and she pulled the jacket tightly across her chest. She looked around desperately. ‘We need a cab or something.’

         But there were no free cabs. Gray pulled out her phone to check for an Uber, but there was a 15 minute wait. It was midnight on a Thursday night. All the central London pubs were emptying. Gray couldn’t stand on a street corner a few blocks from Bijou waiting for the photographers to find them while she tried to flag down a cab.

         A block away, a red double-decker bus rumbled up to a stop. The interior looked safe. And warm. She made an instant decision.

         ‘Let’s get on that bus,’ she said, pointing. ‘Then we’ll figure it out.’

         * * *

         It was a relief to find the bus mostly empty. A young couple sat at the front, talking quietly in a language she didn’t recognise. An older man sat a few rows away, staring out of the window.

         Chloe swiped her bus pass. Gray, who didn’t have one, stayed close to her and hoped no one would notice her.

         A few men clustered near the front door eyed the girls. Several of them were clutching cans of beer.

         ‘Alright, darlin’?’ one of them said, and the others snickered.

         Keeping her head down, Gray held firmly onto Chloe’s arm until they found a seat near the back. Only when the bus pulled away from the stop, did she feel like she could breathe. Twisting 21around, she looked back towards the club. There was no sign of the photographers.

         ‘Where are we going?’ Chloe asked, frowning. She glanced out of the window as the bus turned down an unfamiliar street.

         ‘I don’t know.’ Gray swallowed hard. ‘I think I’d better call my mum.’

         Chloe’s eyes widened. ‘Are you sure? She thinks you’re at my place.’

         ‘She’s going to find out when she reads the papers tomorrow, anyway.’ Gray glanced down the bus. The men were still staring at them. ‘Besides, this isn’t safe.’

         Chloe followed her eyes and said, ‘Yeah, call her. Those guys might recognise you.’

         At least Gray had never put her bag down at the club. It still hung from her shoulder on a slim gold chain. There wasn’t much in it – no keys were necessary where she lived. Just a lipstick and powder, a twenty-pound note, and her phone.

         Her fingers were still too cold to work properly, and she fumbled as she dialled the number for the mobile nobody knew her mother had.

         It rang twice, before her mother answered. ‘Gray? What’s wrong?’

         At the sound of her voice, all of Gray’s bravery fell away. Tears burned her eyes.

         ‘I need help.’ Her voice quivered. ‘Chloe and I went to a party at Aidan’s dad’s club and these photographers showed up. They chased us down the street. It was really scary.’

         To her mother’s credit, she absorbed this unexpected avalanche of information quickly. ‘Are they following you now?’ she asked sharply. ‘Where are you?’ 22

         ‘I’m with Chloe. We’re on a bus going … somewhere.’ Her voice broke, and she shielded her eyes with one hand, whispering, ‘There are men staring at me. I just want to come home.’

         ‘Don’t you worry. I’m getting you out of there.’ Her voice was crisp and efficient. Gray recognised this as her ‘fixing things’ tone. Usually it bugged her. Right now, it made her feel better.

         Across the bus she heard one of the men say, ‘Oh look. She’s crying. I should give her a cuddle.’

         They had to be at least thirty. Why were men so disgusting?

         Her mother’s voice pulled her back. ‘Gray, I need to call security on my other line, but I’m right here. I’m not leaving you, OK? Don’t hang up.’

         ‘OK.’

         Chloe looked at Gray questioningly.

         ‘She’s getting help.’ Gray pointed at the window next to them. ‘Try to figure out where we are.’

         Obediently, Chloe leaned over to press her face against the glass, shielding her eyes with her hands.

         A minute later, her mother was back on the line.

         ‘I’m patching someone through who can help you, Gray. He needs to ask you a few questions. But I’m not going away. I’ll be right here.’

         A series of clicks followed, and then a deep male voice spoke. ‘Gray? This is Raj Patel. I handle security for your mother. First, are you safe right now?’

         He had the same northern accent as Jake and, although his words were urgent, there was something calming in his voice that made Gray’s panic recede. 23

         ‘We’re safe,’ she said. ‘We caught a bus.’

         ‘Which bus is it? Did you see the number?’

         ‘It’s the 704.’

         ‘Good,’ he said. ‘Do you know where the bus is right now?’

         Gray tapped Chloe’s arm. ‘Where are we?’

         Chloe turned from the window and said, ‘Culross Street.’

         Gray relayed this to Raj, who said, ‘Good. Now, I need you to sit tight. Try not to draw attention to yourself. But, and this is important – under no circumstances are you to get off that bus with anyone until you see a badge and hear them say my name. Am I clear?’

         The seriousness in his voice was unmistakeable. He wasn’t messing around. Panic flared in Gray’s chest. Nothing like this had happened since her mother took office. She’d never needed to be rescued.

         ‘Completely clear,’ she told him.

         ‘How much battery have you got on your phone?’

         Gray turned it to check. ‘Twenty per cent.’

         ‘We need to save that in case something goes wrong,’ he said. ‘When I leave the line, I’m going to ask your mum to hang up, but I need you to keep your phone turned on.’

         After a few more instructions, he left the conversation. When he’d gone Gray squeezed the phone tightly. She could hear her mother breathing.

         ‘Mum,’ she said softly, ‘I’m sorry.’

         ‘Don’t worry about that right now,’ her mother told her. ‘Now, I have to hang up. Raj wants you to save your battery. But, I want you to promise to call me if you need me. Phone battery or not.’

         ‘OK.’ Gray heard her own voice, small and frightened. 24

         ‘And please, Gray,’ her mother said, ‘stay safe.’

         After she’d hung up, Gray kept her head down, not meeting anyone’s eyes. She and Chloe were talking in whispers, looking out of the window, when a man dropped into the seat in front of them and grinned at them wolfishly.

         She recognised his thick brown hair and pale blue button-down shirt – he was the one who’d said he would ‘cuddle’ her. She repressed a shudder.

         ‘I thought we should get to know each other.’ He leaned forward, openly examining Chloe’s figure. ‘Since we’re gonna be friends, like.’

         From the front of the bus, the other men laughed and hooted.

         ‘They can’t resist,’ one of them said, pounding another on the shoulder.

         Gray wanted to tell him where he could go but she couldn’t risk being recognised right now. She kept her gaze down and said nothing. Taking the lead, Chloe leaned forward. ‘Look, can’t you leave us alone? We’re just going home.’

         His mouth twisted. ‘Why do you have to be like that, huh?’ A new, ugly tone entered his voice. ‘I’m just trying to be nice. Is that a crime? Why can’t you be nice, too?’

         Gray covered her mouth with one hand. She didn’t know what to do. Things would get so much worse if he recognised her. But her actions only seemed to draw his attention.

         ‘Hang on,’ he said, eyes fixed on her. ‘Don’t I know you from somewhere?’

         She could almost hear his drunken brain working. Trying to place her. She needed to get rid of him before he put the pieces together.

         ‘You don’t know her,’ Chloe said, icily. ‘By the way, she’s 25sixteen years old. How old are you?’

         For an instant, he looked startled. But he quickly recovered. ‘Sixteen’s old enough,’ he said. ‘It’s legal.’

         ‘You’re disgusting.’ Snatching Gray’s phone from her hands, Chloe held it up. ‘Anyway, we just called the police.’

         ‘Oh, so that’s how you’re going to play it?’ His lip curled. ‘You think you’re so pretty you can do whatever you want? I got news. Cops don’t stop buses because pretty little girls get their knickers in a twist.’

         Gray looked around for help but most of the other passengers were averting their faces from the drama. Only his friends were watching them, and baying with unpleasant laughter.

         The man jabbed his finger at Gray. ‘I know you’re somebody. I seen your face before. You some model or something? Some singer? Is that why you think you’re so hot you don’t have to talk to people?’

         Just out of his view, Chloe was gripping Gray’s hand so tightly it hurt. Gray had begun to shake again – not from cold this time.

         ‘I’m nobody,’ she said, wishing it was true. ‘I’m nobody.’

         ‘Please, please leave us alone,’ Chloe pleaded, still clinging to Gray. ‘We just want to go home.’

         ‘We just want to go home.’ He made his voice high and mocking. ‘You should try not being so arrogant. You’re both up yourselves, you know that?’

         He’d barely finished saying the words when a shriek of sirens filled the air. The driver braked so abruptly the vehicle swerved. Blue lights lit up the night.

         ‘What the fu…’ The man turned to see.

         The other passengers murmured in concern, craning their 26necks to see what was going on.

         Through the window Gray saw a motorcycle police officer pull in alongside the driver’s window, motioning firmly for him to pull over.

         The bus rolled to a stop.

         Next to her, Gray heard Chloe whisper, ‘Please, please, please…’

         Everything grew quiet. The man who’d been harassing them was staring at the front of the bus, his mouth agape as the driver opened the door.

         A man and a woman – both young and in dark suits – got in.

         ‘Sorry to interrupt your journey,’ the woman announced, with unexpected cheerfulness. She had blonde hair pulled back tightly and moved with athletic authority. ‘Won’t be a second.’

         Her partner had been scanning the passengers as she spoke. He said something to her, and pointed to where Gray and Chloe were huddled at the back.

         The two strode towards them. The woman reached them first.

         ‘Gray, Chloe?’

         They nodded hard.

         The woman’s gaze flicked to the man who was staring at her, open-mouthed. Gray saw her assess the situation in an instant. ‘Is he bothering you?’

         They both nodded again, harder.

         Turning to him, the woman held out a small black wallet and flipped it open. A silver badge gleamed in the bright light.

         ‘Get lost,’ she told him. ‘Or go to jail. Your choice.’

         Scrambling to his feet, he bolted down the aisle to join his friends, who were no longer laughing. 27

         The woman turned back to Gray.

         She had dark blue eyes and an indomitable expression that said she wasn’t someone to mess with.

         ‘My name is Julia.’ She pointed at the man. ‘This is Ryan. Raj Patel sent us to get you. You’re going home.’

      
   


   
      28
         
            
               [image: ]

            

            THREE

         

         Julia and Ryan hustled the girls out, Julia taking the lead, with Gray and Chloe close behind her. Ryan stayed a few steps back. The other passengers stared and whispered. Gray kept her face tilted down.

         Outside, police motorcycles formed a loose circle around the bus, blue lights flashing.

         The October night felt even colder now than it had earlier. Gray began to shiver again.

         Ryan pointed to a dark four-door car. Julia was already opening the back door. Gray recognised it as the same make and model as all the government-issued cars she’d travelled in.

         ‘This way,’ he said.

         Gray and Chloe didn’t need any more of an invitation. They climbed into the back seat, grateful for the warmth. When she was settled, Gray leaned back against the headrest with a sigh of relief. Some of the tension left her shoulders. They were safe.

         Julia took the driver’s seat, and Ryan settled into the passenger side. While she started the engine, he picked up a radio. ‘Unit C5,’ he said. ‘Firefly is secure.’

         ‘Copy that, C5,’ someone replied.

         As soon as they pulled out onto the road, the motorcycles sped away, their blue lights flickering out one by one. Gray 29glanced back at the bus. In the glowing light, she could see the men near the front, watching them go with a look of slack-jawed puzzlement.

         Julia met Gray’s gaze in the narrow slice of rearview mirror. ‘We’re dropping Chloe off first. Then we’ll take you home.’

         Her brisk tone held no judgement, but Gray felt humiliated all the same. She knew the security team had better things to do than rescue her from drunks. She knew word would get around government about what had happened.

         ‘Thanks,’ she mumbled.

         When the bodyguard’s attention turned back to the front, Chloe leaned over to whisper, ‘How mad will your mum be?’

         Gray didn’t sugarcoat it. ‘I have a feeling that’s my last party this year.’

         After that, there didn’t seem to be much to say. Her head had begun to thump, and her mouth was dry and sour. She stared out of the window in silence. Even at this hour, there were people everywhere. Walking, in cars, crossing the road, getting off buses. As she watched them go about their lives, it was hard to believe she had once been able to walk down the pavement like that without being recognised. Or chased. Or photographed. Or taunted.

         That sort of anonymous life seemed like a hundred years ago.

         It had been eight months.

         When she’d got up that memorable Thursday morning, she’d been the child of a British politician – one of thousands. By eleven o’clock that night, she was the only daughter of a female prime minister.

         That had been the end of everything. The end of coffee shops. The end of parties.

         The end of normal. 30

         Now, she lived her life in the back seats of four-door cars with blacked out windows, surrounded by security men in suits, too busy keeping her safe to speak to her. Everything she wanted to do was a problem. Hanging out with friends. Going shopping. Even walking to a pizza place was a huge issue.

         Going to Aidan’s party? That would be impossible, thanks for asking. Too hard to secure. Too many people.

         So, she’d lied and sneaked around – anything to have some sort of normality. And now, that was going to be over too.

         By the time the car stopped fifteen minutes later, Chloe was asleep with her head on Gray’s shoulder. She shook her lightly to wake her up.

         ‘Hey, we’re here,’ she said.

         ‘Already?’ Chloe mumbled, rubbing her eyes.

         Ryan got out of the car and walked around to open her door.

         As she unclipped her seatbelt, Chloe squeezed Gray’s hands and said, ‘I’ll call you tomorrow.’ She added, quietly, ‘I hope your mum doesn’t kill you.’

         She got out, tugging her short skirt down as she thanked Ryan, before hurrying up the steps, her heels clicking on the stone.

         They waited until she was inside, and then Julia started the engine again and they headed back to the main road. For the rest of the journey, Gray sat alone in the back seat, staring straight ahead, trying to decide how she was going to explain this to her mother.

         Far too soon, the tall, spiked gates leading into Downing Street appeared in front of them. The police standing guard outside bristled with weaponry.

         Rolling down her window, Julia showed her badge to an officer in black with a machine gun strapped across his chest. Glancing into the back seat, his eyes scanned her face without 31expression. Giving a curt nod, he stepped back and waved at the guard house behind him. The gate slid open with a shiver.

         As the car passed onto the quiet, dark lane, Ryan pressed a button on his radio.

         ‘Unit C5 at base,’ he said. ‘Firefly delivered.’

         ‘Copy that,’ the voice through the radio said. ‘Good job, you two.’

         At night, Downing Street looked like any other posh London street. Georgian townhouses lined one side, lit by old-fashioned cast iron lights. It looked perfectly ordinary.

         But this was no ordinary road.

         This was the most secure, monitored, and protected street in the country. The normal-looking front doors were a disguise. Behind them were huge office buildings, holding thousands of high-level government employees. Nothing here was what it seemed to be.

         Julia stopped the car and cut the engine. Ryan got out and walked quickly to open Gray’s door.

         Popping off her seatbelt, Julia twisted around to look back at her. ‘Home sweet home,’ she said, cheerfully.

         There was nothing sweet about it, but Gray wasn’t about to get into that. ‘Thank you very much for coming to get me,’ she said. ‘It was scarier than it looked.’

         ‘I know,’ Julia said, simply. ‘And you’re welcome.’

         As she left the car, Gray felt drained, as if the night had taken all she had. She trudged towards the shiny black door with the number 10 mounted at the centre in gleaming, constantly polished, white. Gray still found it strange that there was no handle on the outside. No way to open the door if the people inside didn’t want you.

         But the door swung open before she could even think about 32knocking, as it always did. A guard wearing a Kevlar vest and white shirt sleeves stood back to let her pass into what looked much like a normal sitting room. Except that, behind him, two more guards sat at a small booth in front of a row of computer screens.

         Their impassive faces betrayed no emotion as Gray trudged past, bedraggled and exhausted, longing for her bed.

         ‘Good night, miss,’ one of them said, as she headed down the corridor.

         ‘’Night,’ she replied automatically.

         The lights were always on downstairs so there was no need to flip a switch as she made her way across the black and white tiled floor, passing a grandfather clock and a heavy walnut cabinet with dozens of tiny cubbyholes. During the day, it held the mobile phones of everyone who visited the building. Right now, it was almost empty.

         She followed the first corridor to the left, passing a grand, sweeping staircase without looking at it, and continuing on until she reached another, narrower set of stairs.

         As she headed up, she kept her eyes on her feet. The white heels she’d borrowed from Chloe earlier that evening were dirty and battered. Everything she wore seemed tainted. It was hard to believe she’d been so happy earlier, in this dress.

         On the landing, she walked down a shadowy corridor lit only by the dim glow of subtle wall sconces, and opened the first door she came to.

         Her mother was still in her working-at-night clothes of neat black trousers and white blouse. As soon as Gray walked in, she ran to her.

         ‘Oh, thank God.’ She pulled her into a tight hug. ‘You scared me to death.’ 33

         Despite the phone call earlier, this wasn’t the greeting Gray had expected. The two of them had not been close lately and she was certain her actions tonight would have serious ramifications. But she welcomed the warmth. For a moment, she let herself be a normal daughter, hugging her mother back.

         ‘Mum, I’m so sorry,’ she whispered.

         ‘I know.’ Gripping her wrists firmly, her mother stepped back, her gaze sweeping her daughter’s face. ‘Raj told me you were fine, but I needed to see for myself.’

         ‘Mum, I didn’t know the photographers would be there. I don’t know how they knew I’d be at the party…’

         ‘They have ways of finding things out.’ Gray’s stepfather, Richard, walked in, holding a mug. ‘They probably paid the bar staff – or one of your classmates – for information.’

         Gray stiffened.

         Of course, he was still up, too. He was always there whenever her mother had a moment free. Always getting between the two of them.

         Handing her mother the steaming cup of tea, he told Gray, ‘You must have had quite a scare.’

         ‘Well,’ she muttered, stepping back from the two of them, ‘I’m fine.’

         ‘What were you thinking, Gray?’ her mother asked. ‘Why would you go to that party without telling us? You said you were studying at Chloe’s.’

         Clearly, the moment of relief had passed. Now they could get straight to the anger she’d expected earlier.

         ‘Chloe really wanted to go to Aidan’s party. His dad owns the club, so I figured it would be safe. I thought we’d just be there an hour or so but…’ Gray shrugged. 34

         ‘But what?’ Richard took a step towards her, inhaling sharply. ‘Have you been drinking?’

         ‘No.’ She lied reflexively, without pausing to think about it. Then she remembered the photographers – the flashes of light as she threw up in the potted plant – and her shoulders slumped.

         There was no point in lying. They’d find out soon enough anyway.

         ‘Only a little,’ she conceded.

         ‘Oh, Gray.’

         Seeing the disappointed look in her mother’s eyes she insisted, ‘Not much. There was some fruity punch. That was it.’

         Her mother and Richard exchanged a look.

         It was always like this. Ever since Richard had married her mother. They were a team. And Gray was on the outside.

         ‘I’m not a child,’ she reminded the two of them. ‘I’m nearly seventeen years old. If I want to have a glass of punch at a party, I’m having it. Sue me.’ She threw up her hands. ‘I said I was sorry and I am. Thanks for helping me. I hope I didn’t ruin your life. Now, I’ve got to get some sleep.’

         Turning on her heel, she headed across the living room.

         ‘Don’t you dare walk out on me.’

         Her mother’s voice could make a room full of politicians freeze in their tracks but Gray didn’t stop. A headache had begun hammering behind her eyes, and she felt exhausted.

         Besides, she couldn’t look at the two of them for one more minute and think about how badly she’d screwed up.

         ‘I need to sleep,’ she said, without turning back. ‘Shout at me in the morning, OK?’

         ‘This isn’t over,’ her mother said.

         Gray gave a helpless shrug, and said, ‘I know.’
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            FOUR

         

         Through the open car window, Julia watched Gray trudge down the pavement, shoulders slumped, head down.

         In her heels and that tiny dress, she’d clearly wanted to look older than she was. But the person she’d walked up to on the bus had been a scared kid.

         ‘It took everything in me not to punch that guy,’ she told her partner. ‘No way did he think those girls were old enough for whatever he had in mind.’

         Ryan shot her a sideways glance. ‘I think it’ll be a while before he tries something like that again.’

         ‘He got off lightly.’

         Hearing the heat in her voice, Ryan studied her curiously but asked no questions. Julia didn’t offer any explanations. She was new on the security team, but he’d already gathered that she was prickly about personal questions.

         He knew little about her aside from the fact that her background was military, and that she seemed tough, and driven. But driven by what?

         Julia was still watching the kid, her expression thoughtful.

         ‘I can’t imagine being her,’ she said. ‘She can’t go anywhere without being noticed. Harassed. It’s got to be hard.’

         Ryan made a dismissive sound. ‘From what I hear, she’s 36trouble. Partying hard. Evading her security team. Everyone says she’s a handful.’

         ‘Maybe she is.’ Julia turned to face him. ‘Can’t say I blame her for it.’

         Ryan’s phone buzzed and he glanced at the screen. It was a message from Raj:

         My office. Five minutes.

         He glanced up at Julia. ‘Boss wants to see us.’

         She started the car.

         They parked in a nondescript car park tucked away behind a grand government building. Julia dropped the keys off with the gate officer and followed Ryan through the door of a small brick building that overlooked the lush green expanse of St James’s Park. From the top floor, if you stood on your toes, you could just make out the roof of Buckingham Palace. Despite the location, it was so ordinary in appearance that thousands of tourists walked by it every day without giving it a second glance.

         That was typical of Talos Inc. It was one of the country’s top security companies, providing discreet protection for billionaires, royalty and government officials.

         Inside, the small lobby was brightly lit. An armed guard watched as, one at a time, Julia and Ryan pressed their fingertips against the small blue screens to open the bulletproof security gates.

         Raj Patel, the owner and founder of the company, kept his office on the top floor. When Julia knocked, his familiar deep voice invited them in.

         It wasn’t a surprise to find him here at one in the morning. It was well known that he preferred to work nights. 37

         He was at his desk, two laptops open in front of him. His office was spacious and sparsely decorated, with polished wood floors, and a large desk that he kept almost completely clear. One entire wall was covered in bookshelves, filled with large books and box files.

         ‘Good. You’re back.’ He motioned to the two black leather chairs facing him. ‘Take a seat.’

         The security chief wasn’t tall but he was sturdily built, with olive skin and dark hair and eyes. He was in his late 40s, although Julia had never spotted a single grey hair. His accent betrayed a childhood in the north of England.

         She’d known him a long time. When she was a teenager, he’d worked at her school, but she’d lost touch with him after that.

         When she’d turned nineteen, in defiance of her parents, she’d gone straight into the Army, specialising in Intelligence. When that ended, she hadn’t known what to do with herself.

         One day, though, Raj had called. ‘I hear you’re looking for work. I’ve a job you might like.’

         She had no idea how he’d got hold of her number – or how he could possibly have known her situation. But she went to meet him, because she remembered him as a wise, thoughtful man who only worked with the best.

         One week later, she was at a training camp, studying with the best security team in the country. After her training ended, she’d had her first job protecting a low-risk corporate executive. Last month, he’d given her a higher profile case involving a government official.

         Tonight had been her biggest job yet. And it had gone perfectly.

         Raj closed his laptops and studied them both across his desk.

         ‘How’d it go?’ 38

         Before Julia could speak, Ryan answered for them both. ‘Smooth. Bus driver gave us no problems. The girl was right where she said she’d be.’

         Julia suppressed a flicker of irritation. This had been her first job with Ryan. She liked him okay, but found him a bit sure of himself.

         ‘How is Firefly doing?’ Raj glanced at Julia, as if he knew what she was thinking.

         Firefly was Gray’s security codename. Everyone in the residence at Number 10 had one.

         ‘Scared,’ she said, ‘but fine.’

         ‘Good.’

         Raj never asked many questions after operations. He knew they’d file a written report by morning, and he expected it to be thorough.

         ‘You worked well together tonight,’ he told them. ‘I’m going to keep you as a team for a while. I’ve got an assignment for you.’ His expression was serious. ‘We’re hearing a lot of chatter through reliable channels about a new, Russia-backed organisation planning a targeted attack against the prime minister and her family. This threat is credible and very dangerous,’ he continued. ‘I will be personally involved in the prime minister’s protection. I want the two of you to provide security for Firefly over the next few weeks as we look into this.’

         Julia fought back a grin. This job did not get more important than providing security for the prime minister’s family.

         ‘Firefly is young and rebellious, and that makes her vulnerable to kidnapping,’ Raj continued. ‘After what happened tonight, we are enhancing her security.’ He leaned forward, his gaze flicking between the two of them. ‘We have to find a way to 39get through to her. To make her understand how dangerous the situation is, without scaring her to death. These threats against her and her mother are credible. The goal of this organisation is to create chaos. To make the government weak. Killing or taking the girl would accomplish that. They must not succeed.’

         His words sent a prickle down Julia’s spine. She’d never heard him sound more serious.

         ‘They won’t succeed,’ she assured him. ‘We won’t let them.’

         He gave her an approving look. ‘That’s what I wanted to hear. You are to be with her at all times when she’s outside of Number 10. Accompanying her to school, and waiting there inside the building to bring her home after class. Making sure she doesn’t slip away on her own again.’ He glanced at Julia. ‘You in particular, I think, could form a bond with her. She doesn’t respond well to authority. You’ll get more from her by building a friendship. Confide in her and earn her trust.’

         Julia thought of the scared girl on the bus, huddled with her friend as if the night itself had become her enemy. She’d looked like she needed someone to talk to.

         ‘I’ll do my best,’ she promised.

         Raj turned to Ryan. ‘Your experience will be invaluable on this job. Julia’s new to the team and we’re dealing with skilled Russian agents here. They’ll know all our tricks. I expect you to anticipate theirs.’

         Ryan raised his chin, his shoulders stiff. ‘Count on it.’

         ‘It should be an easy start,’ Raj told them. ‘Firefly won’t be going anywhere except school and Number 10 for a while — her mother’s going to be pretty cross about what happened tonight. You can divide the duties as you want, but I want you both with her whenever she leaves the building.’ From a file on his desk, 40Raj produced two plastic cards. ‘These security passes give you access to Number 10 at any time, day or night.’

         Julia glanced at hers. There was nothing on it except a thumbprint, a smart chip, and the word ‘Talos’. But her heart leapt at the sight of it.

         She was inside the highest echelon of government, working as security for the child of the prime minister. This was everything she’d dreamed of.

         ‘Now, file your reports and then go home and get some rest,’ Raj ordered, closing the folder. ‘Be back in Number 10 by eight hundred hours to take her to school.’

         As they stood, he added one last thing.

         ‘Keep your eyes open, every day. This new group is very skilled. They will exploit any weakness in our security.’ His face darkened. ‘If they get their hands on her, she won’t survive.’
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            FIVE

         

         The paparazzi had been too late to make the early papers, but the internet never sleeps. By morning, the tabloid websites were filled with images of Gray and Chloe, looking panicked. And Gray, bent over that pot, puking her guts up.

         ‘PM’s Wildchild Daughter On Illegal Bender,’ one headline gloated.

         ‘Little Langtry On The Lash,’ read another.

         The worst one showed Gray staring wide-eyed into the lens, mascara ringing her blue eyes. That headline read: ‘Does Your Mother Know You’re Out?’

         Gray scrolled through the images on her phone, her stomach churning.

         She’d spent an uneasy night dreaming of flashing lights and mocking laughter. Sarcastic voices shouting, ‘Look over ’ere, luv.’ Her phone had buzzed just before 7 a.m. with a message from Chloe. All it said was:

         I’m so sorry. Don’t go online.

         She lay in bed for a few minutes after that, but sleep was over. Besides, her head hurt and she needed food. She took a quick shower, her mind still on those hateful headlines. Everyone at school would see this. They would all know. 42

         The family apartment inside Number 10 had an open-plan living area, with the family room, kitchen, and dining section all in one tastefully decorated space. When Gray walked down the hall to the kitchen a short while later, she could see her mother standing at the kitchen island in a dark blue designer skirt and blazer. Her highlighted hair was smoothly styled, curling under just behind her ears. Despite the late night they’d both had, she looked perfect. She rarely went to bed before midnight anyway, and always insisted five hours of sleep was plenty.

         Her press secretary, Anna, stood beside her. They were both looking at something on her laptop. There was no sign of Richard, who usually left for work before seven.

         ‘Dear God.’ Her mother pressed her fingertips against her forehead. ‘I don’t understand how any of this is possible. They’re acting like she killed someone.’

         Anna shot Gray a cool look as she crossed the kitchen to the fridge. She’d handled the press the last time Gray had been in trouble. Normally, the two of them got along, but clearly she thought this time it was all Gray’s fault.

         She was smaller than the prime minister, with a soft Glaswegian accent and blonde hair that always looked like she’d just raked her fingers through it in despair.

         ‘We need a response for all the calls we’re getting,’ she said. ‘The phone’s ringing off the hook. I’m getting calls from Australia.’ Pulling a paper out of a folder, she said. ‘I suggest something like this.’

         She began to read aloud: ‘Gray Langtry was at a party with school friends last night at the Bijou nightclub, with the permission of the club’s owner. Feeling ill, she left, and was accosted by the press, who frightened and intimidated her. We’d like to remind 43you that Gray is sixteen years old, and deserves some degree of privacy. Last night, aggressive photographers put Gray’s life, and that of her friend, in danger. They were forced to flee on foot in an unfamiliar neighbourhood. This must not happen again.’

         ‘Very good,’ Gray’s mother murmured, taking the page from her to read it again. ‘This puts the responsibility on the press.’ She tapped the paper. ‘Add a line that says, ‘If the press fail to respect my family’s privacy, I will be forced to take stronger actions through the courts.’

         Nodding, Anna spun the laptop around to face her and typed. ‘That’s great,’ she murmured.

         While they worked, Gray poured herself a glass of orange juice, got some bread out of the cupboard and dropped a slice in the toaster.

         This was how it always went. She did something normal that all sixteen-year-olds did, the entire government freaked out, and then her mother and Anna crafted a response while essentially ignoring her.

         Rinse and repeat.

         ‘It’s funny,’ she said, with her back to the two women. ‘Neither of you ever thinks to ask how I feel about being chased down the street by photographers.’ She added sarcasm to her tone. ‘Oh, hey, Gray. How do you like having your entire private life photographed by middle-aged men with huge cameras and a gross interest in your figure?’ She looked up to glare at them. ‘Not great. That’s how I feel.’

         The women exchanged a look.

         ‘Right then. I’d better run.’ Anna snapped the laptop shut. ‘I think we can turn this into a positive. If we spin this right, the reporters will be talking about this instead of the problems with 44the immigration bill.’ She stuffed the computer into the glossy bag at her feet. ‘You could go up three points in the polls by Friday.’

         Gray glowered at her. ‘Glad I could help your careers.’

         Anna headed for the door. Gray’s mother turned to look at her, her expression icy.

         ‘Enough, young lady. Stay right there. We need to talk.’

         Seething, Gray stayed at the sink, waiting as her mother and Anna walked to the door and said hushed goodbyes.

         The door shut with a restrained thud. Gray waited as her mother returned to the kitchen, her face already set in the professionally blank expression she used at work.

         ‘Have a seat.’ She pointed at the table. ‘There are some things we need to discuss.’

         There was no point in arguing. Gray did as she was told.

         Across the room, her toast popped up with a cheerful click. Gray left it where it was.

         ‘I don’t know how many times I have to tell you that your actions have consequences,’ her mother said.

         ‘Anna just said you’ll go up in the polls,’ Gray reminded her. ‘Isn’t that all you care about?’

         ‘No.’ Her mother’s voice was even. ‘That’s not all I care about. And you know that
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