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Chapter One

GINA

THEIR EYES HAD FREAKED me out the most. When Jason left me in the café, I’d been thinking about ending my life. It wasn’t because of him; I was glad he’d found happiness, it was because there just didn’t seem to be a point to life anymore.

‘Are you okay, pretty girl?’ the Avoidable said.

Considering he was the one who had just kidnapped me, I thought it a pretty stupid question. My hands were tied behind my back and the rope was rubbing my skin. Still, at least the feeling reminded me I was alive.

‘What do you think?’ I replied.

The numbness which had seized my muscles began to lift. We were in the woods and the sun was sinking fast below the trees. When the cat rebels had burst into the coffee shop, I’d frozen. Their eyes were oval with black pupils which reminded me of pictures I’d seen of the domestic creatures humans used to keep hundreds of years ago.

‘I think that you’re tougher than you look,’ the man said.

He was tall and stocky, the perfect guard to watch over me as the others went hunting for their dinner. If he didn’t have the cat’s eyes, I might have even been attracted to him. In a different life that is. 

His head was shaved but a fine buzz showed that he had dark hair. He’d been sitting in the tree, but when I’d heard his boots thump down behind me, I’d jumped. What did these people want with me? I was just a normal girl. I swallowed as a lump pushed my throat cords. I felt cold as he slowly walked around me and came to stand in front of me.

‘W-what do y-you want with me?’ I stuttered.

His weird eyes narrowed and it freaked me out. I tried to look away, but I couldn’t tear my gaze from him. What was he going to do to me? How could I get away? Who would come and rescue me? 

I had no one.

‘Some of us would like to eat you. Some of us would like to play chase with you. But I...I would like to make love to you.’

I tried to jump up as my chest restrained my petrified heart. I could feel the beating vibrate through my whole body. I couldn’t quite get my feet under me enough to stand up from the log. When he looked like he would take action if I moved, I stilled completely. My breath was loud in the silent clearing. I licked my lips and swallowed as I tried to calm myself with deep breathing.

‘Don’t worry. They won’t let me do it. She’s more interested in getting that other Perfect here.’ He shook his head and lowered himself to the ground, just a few inches in front of me. He placed his hand on the grass in front of my feet. It almost touched my shoe and I resisted the urge to pull my feet away.

‘What other Perfect?’ I said, clearing my throat as I squeaked.

He laughed at me and stretched one finger forward. It grazed the end of my high heel. They were black, cute and very high. I’d always worn high heels; they made me look even better. But I wished that I hadn’t worn them today. He was staring at them, his scary eyes completely fixed upon my small feet. I looked around, but the shadows were crawling over the trees. I blinked a few times but it was still too dark to see beyond the clearing. My hands were sliding over each other as I tried to see if I could move them out of the rope. My dress was sticking to my back and my hair was glued to my temples. This fear was doing nothing for my appearance.

‘Jason. He killed our leader and they want revenge.’

‘Do you want revenge?’ I figured it was best to keep him talking. Even if he was stroking the end of my shoe.

‘If I had to choose between him and you...I’d choose you.’

They’d kidnapped me to get Jason? Were they mad? Jason didn’t even care about me. He wasn’t interested in whether or not I was alive. This would be the end of me. Jason would march on with his life with his Avoidable...and me? I would be eaten by cats. Or people that looked like cats. Why were Avoidables still even alive? My father had wanted to bomb the Lower Side and get rid of the lot. I wasn’t as harsh as him, but I wished, right now, that they’d done it before I was born. Then I wouldn’t be sitting here with this thing.

‘What’s your name?’ he asked suddenly, looking up at me.

I swallowed again as he stared straight into his eyes. I could just make out the light grey colour of his iris but I knew he could still see me very clearly.

‘Gina,’ I replied.

I don’t know why I told him. Something in his gaze had spoken to me for a moment. For a split second I’d not seen the weird eyes, but the man trapped inside. Then I felt the caress of his hand on the skin of my feet as he slipped off my shoe. My eyes went wide and I reacted. I threw my foot forward as hard as I could and connected to his stomach. He grunted as I threw myself towards him. When I got close enough, I pulled my head back slightly and then pushed it forward as hard as I could. I head butted him hard. I thought I might have even broken his nose as I heard a crunch. Pain sliced through my forehead but I ignored it. I jumped up as he howled, flailing his arms about. He grabbed his nose as I managed to get to my feet and start running. I could hardly see, but I didn’t care. I headed towards the trees and somehow got through the clearing and into the shaded woods. It was almost pitch black in here now. I could hear leaves rustle as I ran through them. I shook off my remaining shoe and then started to try and put some energy into my escape. It was hard with my hands tied and my heart beating in my ears. 

I heard him shout something. I knew he was coming for me. I was too precious to let go. He was probably going to make me pay. All Avoidables had evil in them. Even Jason’s girlfriend must have some. Father had taught me never to trust them. They were only out for themselves.

‘Come back here, lovely Gina!’

I gasped and heard it echo around me. Was he really that close already? I bumped into trees and scraped my arms on the wooden tree trunks. I hated the outdoors. The ground was surprisingly soft with needles from the trees above. I wasn’t a swearing lady, but I was ready to curse when a hand grabbed me. Instead I yelped as they shoved their hand over my mouth and pulled my back against the front of them.

My whole body shook as the person who held me whispered in my ear. ‘Be quiet and do as I say.’

Who was this person?

It was a man. I could feel the hard muscle of his body pressed against mine. 

Was he a cat rebel?

Or was he something else?

Chapter Two

‘We’re going to wait for him to get here and then I’ll let you go,’ he whispered in my ear. I heard the sound of a blade cutting something and then my hands were free. I went to throw my elbow back, but he wrapped his arm around me to hold me still.  I could hear cat rebel getting closer.

‘Don’t move!’ said a female voice from above us.

I looked up to see a pair of yellow eyes glaring down at us from a branch in the tree. The man who held me cursed. He towered over me and I felt the brush of what seemed like long rough hair against my cheek as he moved forward slightly.

A thud of feet on the ground alerted us that the woman had jumped down in front of us.

‘Over here!’ she shouted, as we heard the cat rebel approach. She turned to us. ‘Who do we have here then? Another Perfect...?’

‘So sorry, I...’ the cat rebel said when he eventually found us.

‘Forget it, we got company,’ she said.

I could hardly make out their figures. My captor still had his hand over my mouth and I wasn’t happy about that. I’d thought another cat had caught me, but I was obviously wrong. I shook my head and the man let go of me.

‘My name is Noland,’ he said in a deep voice.

The hairs on my arms vibrated and I took an involuntary step back. I couldn’t see him clearly, just his huge shadow. He was even taller than my cat captor.

‘I’ve heard of you, rebel,’ the woman said, her voice going all sing-song.

Was the woman flirting with the man that had just caught me? What was going on here? She’d called him a rebel, but he couldn’t be part of her group. Were there other cat rebels? I looked at him but could only see a very slight lightness of his eyes. No bright cat’s eyes. I realised that it had gone quiet, so I spun on my bare feet and started to run.

‘Oh, no you don’t,’ the female lunged for me and grabbed my hair. I grunted and fell to the ground as she landed on my back. My poor hair, it had got ruffled when one of them had thrown me over their shoulder and kidnapped me. I knew my mascara was smudged under my eyes. I undoubtedly looked awful. Although granted, that was probably the least of my worries right now.

‘Why bother?’ the deep voice grunted in my direction.

I felt my body flush with hot heated temper. How dare he? I screamed and kicked and punched. My fist connected with the other female’s head. I managed to grab a piece of hair and pull hard on it. She yelped as I shoved her off me. I didn’t run this time, though, I carried on hitting her. But however hard I hit, I wasn’t hurting her. I could tell by the way she just batted me away. I collapsed when I heard the sound of male chuckling. This was insane, why was I fighting? I was useless. I’d never had to do anything aggressive before. And it showed.

‘Now that was entertainment,’ the male cat rebel said.

‘I agree, why have you stopped?’ Noland asked in his deep voice.

Then, suddenly, I heard a grunt and thud as one of them fell to the ground a few feet away from me. I had no idea which one it had been and didn’t care. They were both rebels and I was sick of being a puppet.

‘Enough!’ another male called from a distance.

I glanced around the dark shadows to see many cats ‘eyes watching us. My opponent stood up and grabbed my arm, pulling me with her.

‘Grab the rebel,’ she called, dragging me back to the clearing.

I could hear movement behind us as we walked. I was exhausted. My adrenaline had evaporated and I hadn’t eaten since the café. What was the other rebel doing here? Why had he grabbed me?

‘Please just let me go,’ I cried, ‘Jason and I are not engaged anymore. He’s not coming for me.’

The female laughed and I felt a growl rise up from within me. ‘You are so annoying!’

She stopped me then and spun me around. Ahead of us was the clearing; I could see where the trees opened up. ‘Stop talking, pretty one, or I’ll eat you.’

I swallowed as she yanked me into the clearing and sat me down. The other cats were here and a fire had been lit. She shoved me onto the log I’d been sitting on earlier. In the faint light of the fire, I could see the female cat more clearly. It was the blonde leader. The one who had introduced herself earlier as the girlfriend of the man who Jason had killed. They now wanted revenge.

‘This is your new home,’ she said as three male cat rebels dragged a huge man, presumably Noland, into the clearing.

I couldn’t help but stare at him. He had long dirty blonde dreadlocks and wore black leather trousers and a tight sleeveless top. His arm muscles bulged next to his massive torso. I looked, in vain, for the marks that made him an Avoidable.

‘You’re a handsome rebel. How are you one of us?’ the female said, gesturing for the others to put him next to me.

‘I can see into your soul,’ he replied and shrugged.

That deep voice got to her, I could see it in the way she flicked her hair. She flitted about as the men shoved him next to me on the log. They then tied his hands and feet together. She slunk over, her narrow eyes watching him carefully, and ran a hand over his cheek. I had to look away. Sitting next to me, I couldn’t help but notice how much he smelt. She didn’t seem to mind though.

‘Can you see into my soul?’ she whispered.

He tilted his head back and looked up at her. She smiled gently and out of curiosity, I glanced at him and noticed he was smirking.

‘I don’t want to,’ he said quietly.

One man behind us snorted.  She ignored it, grabbed Noland’s hair and pulled it back. He hissed but didn’t say anything as she lowered her face to his. ‘You will want to,’ she said, letting go roughly and stepping away.

‘Two of you watch them. We need to finish our hunt and sleep. It’s been a good day.’

She pointed at the men behind us and my stomach spun in circles as the group began to move away. The fire was a lot bigger now and the warmth was reaching me. I tried to smack my lips to get some saliva on my tongue, but it was too dry.

‘Oh, and I suppose you better give them some food and water. The girl anyway,’ the female said before running off into the woods.

My back slouched and I let my head fall into my hands. They’d not bothered to tie me up this time. They knew I wouldn’t get far. I still didn’t quite understand what had happened. This never happened to people like me. I was just sitting in the café when Jason had left me and now I was here. I swallowed hard. What would happen to me?

‘Are you okay, Gina?’ the man called Noland said.

‘How do you know my name, Avoidable?’ I replied.

What did he want with me?  He had stopped my escape, and I wasn’t going to play nice with him.

‘Eat!’ one of the males said, handing me a wooden cup of water and a plate of raw meat.

I gagged as I took it. How was I going to eat this?

‘What is this?’ I said, looking up at him.

‘It’s rabbit,’ he replied.

I almost threw the plate, but he managed to grab it back before I did.

‘That’s disgusting, I’m not eating that.’

The man shrugged and went to walk away.

‘Will you at least cook it for the lady? On the fire,’ the man next to me said.

The cat male grunted, but sat down to put the meat on a stick. He shoved it into the fire and started talking to his friend.

‘You’re welcome,’ the deep voice said.

‘What was your name again?’ I asked, forgetting that I already knew.

‘Noland.’

I nodded but didn’t look at him. Something about him made me want to run away. What was it he had said? He looked into people’s souls? Crazy man.

‘Are you seriously not going to say thank you?’ he asked as the cat rebel came back and handed us both some cooked meat.

‘I didn’t ask you to do that,’ I huffed, picking up the meat between my thumb and forefinger. ‘Oh my...’

‘What? Just eat, its food...be grateful they’ve given you something.’

I popped the rabbit into my mouth and chewed gingerly, swallowing it down quickly when the earthy taste hit the back of my throat.

‘It’s not the food, it’s my nails...they’re covered in dirt.’

He snorted and so did the other men from the other side of the fire. I glared at them and Noland, the rebel, shook his head at me.

‘You’re the exact reason I refused to join the Perfects,’ he said quietly.

‘What do you mean?’ I replied. What was he implying? The Perfects had asked him to come over to the Upper Side where we all lived? They were mad; it was obvious he wasn’t Perfect material just by the way he looked. He had stubble and dirt smudges beneath his pale blue eyes. The flickering of the fire highlighted his cheekbones and strong jaw. He was too intense to be a Perfect

‘Look at you...you’re prissy and weak. You’re judgemental and shallow. Who would want to be like you?’ He chucked the last bit of meat into his mouth. His hands were tied in front of him so he had to bend right down to his plate. I noticed the sides of his scalp were shaved and the dreadlocks went down the middle of his head and down his back. I looked away from him shovelling his food.

‘I’m beautiful though,’ I said.

I used to say those words with so much more conviction but the recent events of the past week had jolted me. My father had tortured Avoidables and then killed himself. My fiancé had found love with an Avoidable and in the bombings; I had lost the one man I was close to loving.

‘Beauty is in the eye of the beholder,’ he muttered.

My gaze snapped to him and he raised his eyebrows. He was watching me closely.

‘How do you know that saying?’ 

The Avoidables were not educated and the saying was from the long distance past. We had been banned from speaking sayings that were to do with denial of a Perfect being beautiful.

‘You assume that we’re all illiterate and to be fair, most of us are, but not me.’

He looked at me then. He’d been looking at me before but now his gaze delved into mine and I tried to take my gaze away from him, but I couldn’t.

‘Well...’

I couldn’t speak. Those eyes were staring intently and it was freaking me out.

‘Can you stop doing that?’

‘So empty...’ he whispered.

My heart stopped, or it felt like it did. What did he mean? 

‘What do you expect, she’s a Perfect,’ came the voice of the female cat as she walked into the circle of the firelight. I looked around us to see they were all back. Their eyes were reflecting in the light and I shivered.

Noland was staring at the female now. I noticed his eyes travel up and down her body. She noticed too and came to a stand in front of him.

‘Why are you here?’ she asked.

‘To check you out,’ he replied.

His deep voice reverberated around the clearing and I had to shake myself. It was gritty and dark. I’d never heard anything like it before. The female glanced across at me.

‘Does he affect you the same way he does me?’ she asked.

I glared at her, feeling my cheeks flush ‘No! He’s creepy and so are you. You go well together.’

‘I’m glad you think that. I wouldn’t want to have to fight you for him, although it would be fun.’

He laughed with her as she knelt in front of him.

‘I’d like to see that,’ he said as she grabbed his hands and untied them.

‘The only reason I’m untying you is so you can touch me in all the right places,’ she muttered quietly so no one else could hear. No one except me.

‘That’s disgusting, can you please move away from me,’ I said.

The surrounding cats ‘eyes narrowed on their leader at my words.

‘Are you playing with your food again, Persia?’ a male called.

She snorted and lent towards Noland. He smiled at her, but something wasn’t right. Was he really going to do something? I shuddered at the thought as she dragged him away from the fire. Just before they left, he looked back at me and our gazes met. Something in his look made me swallow. Was I being paranoid or had his look been trying to convey something? 

I felt my muscles start to shake as the effort of staying on the log overwhelmed me. I allowed myself to slip to the ground and used the log as a rest. No one said or did anything, in fact, other than the two men on the other side of the fire, the eyes had disappeared. I would die here, I was sure. I felt like I couldn’t close my eyes but then realised that if I was going to die tonight, I’d prefer to do it asleep. It wasn’t like I had a choice. My body wasn’t used to sustaining many traumas. I wished my father was still alive. I was sure he would’ve rescued me by now.

Chapter Three

‘We have to go.’ 

The deep whisper rescued me from the worst night’s sleep of my life. I’d always had a soft plush bed and I was sorely missing it tonight. How did people live this way? A hand grabbed my arm and I jerked fully awake. Noland was standing over me, his intense eyes willing me into action.

‘What...?’ 

He put his hand over my mouth and picked me up, throwing me over his shoulder. It was starting to get light and I could see the cats sleeping in the trees around us. The men on guard were not around and I felt a rush of fear at the silence. Noland walked carefully, but quickly, and exited the clearing in seconds. He started running then. I tried to suck in a breath as he jolted me all over the place. His strong shoulder was digging into my stomach and I felt my insides start to roll. If he wasn’t careful I was going to throw up all over him. I didn’t speak but inside I was seething. How dare he manhandle me this way? I could’ve run with him. 

I had no idea how long we’d been running, but I was suddenly jolted awake as I was shifted. He now held me in his arms. One strong arm was under my knees and the other was behind my back. He was cradling me against his big chest. He smelt awful, but I was so relieved that my stomach was no longer being crushed that I breathed it in. I could feel his breath huffing just above my head. I couldn’t believe I’d fallen asleep on him.

‘Are you okay?’ he whispered as his running footsteps started to slow down.

‘Yes,’ I whispered back.

‘Good,’ he said, then let go of me. 

I yelped as his arms came out from under me and air rushed past me. My back was greeted by the hard ground and I moaned as I hit it. I raised myself onto my arms and glared up at him. ‘How dare you! I may be a Perfect and you an Avoidable, but that was just rude,’ I shouted.

He shoved a hand over my mouth and jumped down to lie on top of me.  ‘I know you’re educated, but you’re bloody stupid. They’ll be waking up about now and will start hunting for us,’ he hissed into my ear. ‘So shut up!’

I closed my mouth and stopped moving. He was right, the day had arrived and the birds were singing loudly.

‘I’m not stupid,’ I whispered.

He groaned and rolled away. He lay on the floor for a moment with his hand over his face as he breathed heavily. I watched him and studied the muscular frame in the daylight. He dropped his hand suddenly and turned his head towards me. His grey eyes were even brighter and they clashed with mine. I jumped and looked away, my own breath short. He was scary.

‘Are you offended by me?’ he said quietly.

I swallowed and looked back at him. One of his eyebrows was raised in question. My heart was betraying me with a weird beat.

‘Why are you here?’ I asked.

I wouldn’t get into the divide talk with him. He’d rescued me from my captors and I needed to know why. There was not one person on this earth that had any reason to want to rescue me, so why this Avoidable?

‘William and Jason sent me,’ he replied, shrugging his shoulders.

What...? The head of the Perfect government actually bothered to try and rescue me? The other Perfects would’ve left me out for dead. Even Jason’s father had left him for dead.

‘They’re coming,’ he whispered, rolling onto his front and looking towards the place we’d just run from.

‘How do you know? I don’t hear anything.’

Too late, he was up and grabbing my arms. He lifted me and shoved me over his shoulder. A groan escaped my lips as he started running through the trees again. I wanted to throw up over him just to get back at him for carrying me in such an uncomfortable way. Why hadn’t he carried me at the front of him like he did earlier?

I heard shouting from behind us and felt myself go stiff. Noland swore and I knew he’d heard it too. There were too many of them for him to fight. He started to pull away from them again and I relaxed against him. My arms flapped uselessly down his back and a lump came to my throat. I didn’t like any of this. I’d had enough and I wanted it to stop right now. I almost asked him to stop running and let them kill me. At least it would be over with.

I heard a new sound, something rushing, and tried to raise my head. The greenery around us was changing. The trees were different and closer together. I’d never been in nature. I’d learnt about it in school but had never seen the need to visit the woods. The city was my home. I thought of the shops and felt sad that I might never see them again. For some reason, the handbag I had meant to get from my favourite boutique popped into my head.

‘Hold your breath,’ Noland called.

‘Why, have you farted?’ I replied.

The rushing I’d heard earlier had suddenly got a whole lot louder. And then he jumped. We flew into the air and my body was flying but I didn’t feel like I was in it. Noland had let me go when we’d started to fall and all I could see was water coming up to meet me. Fast. I hit it hard and screamed as I sunk under water. I’d not had time to straighten myself up and I’d hit the water with the entire length of my body. My belly and the fronts of my legs stung like crazy and I tried to suck in a breath. I realised too late that I was still under water. As I started to struggle, something grabbed me and pulled me above the surface. I coughed and spluttered as Noland pulled me over to the waterfall. My lungs were burning as I coughed up the water I’d inhaled. My stomach and thighs were stinging and when he pulled me through the waterfall and lifted me onto the ledge behind it, I curled up in a ball. I then proceeded to cry like a big baby. Big fat tears ran down my face. I couldn’t see through the tears but I felt Noland climb up beside me.

‘I’m sorry,’ he whispered.

I didn’t reply. I wanted to get up and scream at him before leaving him there, but I was in far too much pain.

His hand touched my hip, but before I could react, he turned me over, onto my back. I reached out to slap him away, but he grabbed my hand and held it tight.

‘I want to check you,’ he said, gently.

I stopped fighting as he inspected my thighs. My dress had risen up to my waist and I didn’t even care. I’d been through too much in the last twenty-four hours to worry about him seeing my underwear. He ran a hand over my stinging thighs. I felt my breath shoot into my lungs at the surprisingly soft touch.

‘You’re red raw,’ he muttered.

The stinging grew worse as his fingers lifted my dress slightly to show my flaming bare stomach. I looked down to see the tender skin. He brushed my stomach gently with his fingers and although the pain intensified, I couldn’t look away.

‘I really am sorry,’ he whispered.

I looked up then and our gazes clashed. I swallowed as his fingers caressed my sore skin. He was watching me closely and I realised he’d taken advantage to look into my soul. I bashed his hand and moved away from him. I sat on the edge of the stone ledge and froze when I heard shouting above.

Chapter Four

‘Wake up, it’s time to move,’ he whispered into my ear.

I groaned and tried to bat him away, but he grabbed my hand and gently pulled me into a sitting position.

‘Why are you doing this?’ I asked him again.

The water had cleared our scent and the cat rebels had moved on. But Noland was sure they wouldn’t give up searching for us. I knew that I was important, but I was miffed it was because they wanted Jason. Wasn’t it clear by now that Jason had sent Noland instead of coming himself?

‘You already asked me that and I told you,’ he muttered, tucking his black top into his leather trousers. I watched the movement and then felt my cheeks heat as he caught me looking.

‘But you hate me.’

He didn’t deny it, but he didn’t agree either. He stood up and offered me his hand. We’d been hiding for a few hours and a part of me just wanted to stay here.

‘Did you...sleep with that female?’ I asked him as I rubbed the soles of my feet. I still had no shoes and dreaded the idea of walking on the jungle floor.

‘Why...? Are you jealous?’ he said, jumping into the pool and moving through the falling water.

I didn’t reply...there was no point as he wouldn’t hear me. I wasn’t jealous, just curious. I hadn’t had much experience with men. In fact, I’d had none. I thought I was in love with someone once, but since seeing Jason and Hope together, I’d begun to see that it hadn’t been real. Not in the way I thought it had anyway. In the cold light of day, I now saw we’d only had a flirtation, and even that had never gone very far. There was no way I was letting Noland know that about me though.

I realised he wasn’t coming back and I quickly scrambled off the rock. It seemed he’d had enough of carrying me and I’d have to swim on my own. The water surrounded me and I gasped as the cool liquid caressed my skin. I’d had swimming lessons when I was a child at school, but had never liked what the water did to my hair. When I ducked through the waterfall, I saw Noland waiting on the bank for me. I glanced up to the right, which was much higher, to check that there were no cat rebels waiting for us.

‘Come here,’ Noland demanded as soon as I climbed out.

I put my hands on my hips and stayed where I was. ‘Don’t you tell me what to do.’

He rolled his eyes at me, took two big strides towards me and stopped two inches from my nose. ‘You may have been Perfect back in Upper Side, but here you’re just a normal person fending for your life. I’ve come here to help you, not because I like you, but because I’m getting paid. You do not look Perfect right now and all I was going to do, was tie your hair up for you.’

He held up a piece of string and I blinked. He was going to put my hair up with string? He was getting paid to rescue me?

I felt the heavy strands of my blonde hair hanging limp and annoying on my shoulders. Some of it was even clinging to my cheek and I fought the urge to reach up and move it out of the way.

‘Well, why would you worry about my hair? You’re only being paid to take me back. What would it matter if you cared about my hair?’

I walked past him and heard him chuckle under his breath. I spun back around and threw my fist towards him. I wasn’t aiming for anything specific but a surge of power came through me. How dare this man say I wasn’t looking good! He grabbed my hand in one quick move and then spun me so I landed on the ground with a thump. He crouched over me and lent into my face.

‘If you want to survive I suggest you grow a pair of...’

‘Don’t!’ I said. I knew what he was going to say. I’d heard one man say it once when he was being escorted past me at the government compound. He’d been an Avoidable too. We never used such foul language in the Upper Side.

‘Why couldn’t you be more like Hope?’ he sighed, pulling me to my feet and turning me around roughly. He took my hair, more gently that I thought he would and proceeded to tie it up.

‘What’s so special about Hope?’ I asked, suddenly curious.

Jason was madly in love with her, it seemed Noland had a thing for her, and even William showed her some weird type of attention.

He went quiet and when I turned to him, I could see he was thinking of another time and place. He looked past me to the woods behind and his eyes had glazed over.

‘You’ll find out soon enough,’ he said suddenly, making me jump as he looked directly at me. ‘For now, we need to move on.’

He strode off and I hobbled after him. My feet were hitting stones, mud and grass. I tried not to make a sound but I knew I was going too slowly. He got further and further ahead of me as we made our way through the thick trees. I was tempted to sit on the ground and just cry when I hit my foot on another root sticking up from the dirt.

‘Why me...?’ I heard him ask the sky, before he spun back around and marched to me. Sitting on the ground in front of me, he started to undo his boots. I took a step back, wondering what he was going to do.

‘Yes, why you, indeed,’ I muttered, looking up into the canopy of the trees. The sun flickered through the leaves and I wished for one moment I was by my pool. I saw the glistening turquoise water and felt the warm sun on my bare skin. I’d wear my designer bikini and read an ancient book.

‘Here...’ Noland said as something smelly hit my face.

I gasped and jumped back, shocked out of my daydream. On the floor in front of me was a pair of socks.

‘I’m not wearing those, they stink!’

He lurched for me and knocked my legs from under me. I fell backwards and hit my head on the ground. I yelped but he didn’t stop, he climbed up my body and rested his weight on me. I couldn’t move. He was heavy and dirty and he placed his hands on either side of my face and forced me to look at him. His breath mingled with mine but he wasn’t going to kiss me. That much I knew.

‘Look at me!’ he hissed.

I tried to avoid his gaze but he wasn’t going to let me get away with it. He was determined to read my soul properly and I didn’t have a choice.

‘Thank you,’ he whispered when I finally looked directly into his eyes.

I couldn’t look away. My mind went blank as he delved into me. I could almost feel something inside me, a soft caress moving around my insides. It felt odd but nice. For the first time in my life, someone wanted to know who I was.

‘You don’t know who you are,’ he said.

Had he read my mind? Or was I obviously that stupid? He carried on looking and I struggled against him, trying to dislodge him. It didn’t work.

‘You’re so empty...’

The tears rushed to my eyes and I blinked to clear the blurriness. He let me go then and sat up.

‘Please just wear the socks. They’ll protect your feet,’ he said, standing up and offering them to me.

I took them and pulled them on. They engulfed me but they were much more comfortable than being bare footed.

‘You’re welcome,’ he huffed, striding on without me.

I was about to open my mouth to thank him, but instead, I threw up my middle finger at his back and then gasped at myself. I’d never done that to anyone in my life. What was happening to me?

He stopped all of a sudden. I was about to open my mouth when I heard distant shouts. The cat rebels were nearby. Noland came back and went to grab me.

‘Not over your shoulder, please,’ I whispered.

He grunted, but turned his back to me and crouched. I climbed on and he held me under my legs as he ran. He managed to stay quiet considering we were running through the jungle. We came into a clearing and Noland let go of me. I watched as he lifted a heavy hollow log and gestured for me to get under. I raised my eyebrows at him but then rushed forward when I heard the noise of movement behind me. I lay down and he lay beside me, putting his arm around me and pulling me close. He then let go of the log and it slid back into place, only just covering us both.

‘Don’t open that yappy trap of yours,’ he whispered.

It did open, but nothing came out. He was so...

My thought was cut off as I heard voices outside our hiding place. My chest was pounding and sweat started to push through my pores. I could feel it on my palms as I grasped Noland’s shirt. He squeezed the top of my arm and I calmed my breathing. I closed my eyes as a rustling sound came near to us. I held on to every muscle as they tried to shudder and pull away from the threat.

‘They’ve been through here,’ a male voice said.

‘Keep looking!’ called the female that Noland had probably bedded last night.

The noises faded as they moved on and I let my breath out slowly. I realised Noland’s heart was pressed closely to mine and it was beating at a completely normal pace. How was he not scared?

He put a finger over my mouth gently as I opened it to ask him. He must have found me so irritating to keep stopping me from speaking. I was about to bite his finger when I heard something and then the log dipped slightly as someone sat on it. I swallowed hard and clenched his shirt even more.

‘I will find you, lover, and then I will eat you,’ came a soft voice above.

It was the female leader. She had a very distinctive voice and I felt Noland’s body go ever so slightly stiffer than it was. I thought for a moment that she knew we were here but then a shout in the distance made her jump up and move away.

Noland’s finger was still over my mouth and I knew that I should wait until he removed it to say anything. He was a man of the wild. He knew what to listen for and how to sense. I was a Perfect from the Upper Side who had been pampered my whole life. It was the way of things. Although I wasn’t the brightest person, I realised that if I wanted to survive I needed to trust the Avoidable. 

His breath all of a sudden got deeper and his finger slipped from my lips. A gentle snore made me aware that he’d actually fallen asleep. I was about to shake him awake, when I realised that he’d been carrying me all day. The sun had been fading when we’d crawled under the log and although it was a little cramped, it was actually quite comfortable. When he pulled me closer to him, instead of feeling the urge to thrust away, I cuddled further into his side and let his breathing lull me to sleep.

Chapter Five

I dreamt of him. Our bodies were entwined and he was touching me all over. He pulled me on top of him and made me sit up. I squirmed against him, but he reached up and placed his hands on my chest. He then grabbed my skin and ripped my chest open, revealing my heart. He thrust away from me and I landed on the cold hard ground. When I looked down at my heart, I saw that it was also cold and hard. It no longer beat and I started to scream.

‘Gina!’

The harsh shake woke me and I blinked, not remembering where I was.

‘You were dreaming,’ he said.

I noticed his arm was still holding me tight against him. It was hot and the air was musky. I shuddered as I remembered the dream. Was I really that empty?

‘You’re lucky, princess, back in the day there would’ve been lots of creepy crawlies under here.’

I tried to push away from him, but we were too cocooned. ‘Can we get out now?’

He laughed gently and pushed the log away from us. It wasn’t quite light outside but I could make out the trees and our surroundings. Noland grabbed my arm and pulled me up.

‘We need to find something to eat,’ he said, letting me go.

The coldness of the air had me wrapping my arms around myself. It might have been cramped in our hiding place, but at least it had been warm.

‘Please no more rabbits,’ I said, watching his shadow as he moved towards the trees.

Was I supposed to follow him? It suddenly dawned on me that I’d eaten a rabbit. There shouldn’t be any wildlife out here.

‘Wait...where did the cats get that rabbit from?’ I asked him.

He stopped still at my
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