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Chapter One

SAMANTHA

I HAD BEEN SUMMONED by William, the leader of the Perfect government.

“What do you think he wants?” Ben asked.

We hurried down the corridor towards our leader’s private office. Ben had been my best friend for many years. We had gone to school together and applied for our jobs at the same time. I glanced behind me, eyeing up the creases on his shirt.

“Samantha, will you slow down?”

I glared at him as he moved a hand over his short wavy hair. The bright light in the ceiling above caught the hint of red that ran through the perfectly styled strands.

“I wonder if it’s only us he wants to speak to,” I muttered, smoothing my own hair as it flicked out in front of me. It was growing too long around my face, I needed to get a haircut.

“Probably not. Maybe he has something new for us to work on. I’m dying to try something else.” Ben buttoned his suit jacket.

I slowed my rushing pace as we turned a corner in the corridor and entered the reception area of William’s office. The leader was a handsome man. Like any Perfect. His presence was far greater than any I had ever experienced.

“Go straight in,” his receptionist said, gesturing for us to go inside.

There hadn’t been a chance for me to compose myself. I needed a moment to take a deep breath and gain my centre. I wanted William to be wowed when he saw me. I had made up my eyes specifically to draw his attention. It wouldn’t be a bad idea to get the leader on my side.

“Go in!” Ben shoved me from behind.

I stumbled straight into the office, making a grand entrance that wouldn’t impress my boss.

William rose from behind his desk. His frame was broad and tall, overpowering both Ben and me. His dark hair was cropped short in the Perfect fashion.

“Samantha, Ben, thank you for coming. Please do take a seat.”

William lowered himself into his corporate chair as we sat opposite him. His smile was warm and very sexy. He might be almost twice my age but I didn’t mind. I crossed my legs, smoothing my black skirt over my knee. The high heels on my feet drew the gaze of the leader as I kicked the leg that was crossed up and down.

“As you’re aware, we’ve recently set up a new camp below Lower Side. The cat rebels live there full-time but it’s not a humane setup. We rushed the building of the huts and tents to try and get a place for these people to live. You both have experience in setting up new neighbourhoods. You were on the acquisition team for the shopping centre in the North of the city.” William picked up a pen and clicked the lid off and on.

I kept my gaze on his eyes, waiting for what he would inevitably ask. I blinked once, completely doubting the direction that he may be going. He would never ask us to...

“I want you to be in charge of the proper installation and setup of a permanent village for the cat rebels.”

I tilted my head to the side, wondering whether I had lost my hearing. Or, maybe just my mind. Did the Perfect government leader want me to help the Avoidables?

“I’m sorry, I’m not sure I heard you right. You want us...” 

Ben pointed at himself before his finger rose to me. “...to help the Avoidables set up their home? A permanent home?”

Ben had taken the words right out of my mouth. I didn’t mind, at least he would get William’s wrath if our leader was so inclined.

William’s smile hadn’t left his face since we had walked into the office. It still didn’t move now. I had never spoken privately with the leader but I had always sat in on the council meetings. He was calculated and cool, yet, warm and energetic at the same time. His enthusiasm inspired us to be the best Perfect we could be. Yet his compassion for the Avoidables was starting to get him noticed. I didn’t want to believe it, being one of the ones that had voted him in when I very first joined the government a few years ago.

“Yes, that’s exactly what I’m saying. We need rest in the city. The cat rebels caused a bit of havoc. Do you want that to happen again? If they think we’re going back on our deal...You do remember the deal, don’t you?”

I waved my hand in the air, dismissing him. “It was a crazy deal. Why do they need to take part of our city and resources when there is plenty of the world for them to be exploring and terrorising?”

I flicked my hair behind my shoulder, annoyed when I caught sight of the massive blonde strand that wouldn’t stay in place.

William sat back in his chair slowly, crossing his arms over his chest. “I have plans for the cat rebels. Don’t think that I’m naive enough to believe that there’s not a use for them. I am the leader of the Perfects for a reason. Let’s just say, their... unusual ... talents, will come in very handy. Did you see them on the news when they rose into the air? They almost flew, in fact, they were flying. We need to be very careful about how we handle the situation. Don’t you agree?”

Ben nodded quickly, not daring to go against our leader. 

I scoffed, unable to help myself. 

William frowned at me, the first sign of negativity I’d seen on his face since we had entered the room.

“I’m sorry,” I quickly apologised. “It’s just, their so creepy. Their eyes... They just...”

William chuckled, the deep throated sound vibrating out of his chest. 

Ben laughed with him, sucking up to our boss. I glanced sideways at my best friend, sneaking in a glare when William looked straight at him.

“Ben, I can see that you’re a sensible man. What do you think?”

My best friend simmered under the leader’s attention. His perfectly plucked eyebrows rose as one corner of his lips sunk into his cheek. “Your idea is amazing. I think I see where you’re going with it. Get the cat rebels on side and then use them for our benefit. Brilliant plan, if I may say so.”

I quickly shut my open mouth when William looked at me. How could Ben be such a sell out? Our leader’s plan might be brilliant but what did we have to do with it?

“Can you explain exactly what it is you want us to do?” I asked, uncrossing my legs and re-crossing them.

William didn’t follow the movement, which was strange. Not many Perfects ignored my legs.

“I want you to travel to the rebel camp and setup communication with their leader, Amya. Henry and Layla are working alongside her at the moment but we need a strong team to get structures in place. I want the camp to be more of a society. Not like Lower Side. There’s far too many Avoidables not cooperating there. There is one catch.” William sat forward and leant his elbows on the dark wooden desk.

I would not show my disappointment. My whole insides were quivering. William would not know how much I was shaking. He expected us go to Lower Side? He expected us to go to the rebel camp? And even worse, there was a catch. When there was a catch, there was a problem.

“I’m not sure I like the idea. Of any of it, let alone whatever the catch is.”

I had to be honest. My mother had taught me about honesty my whole life. You could only be a Perfect if you were honest. Even if honesty hurt someone else, it was better to let them know how you really felt.

“I thought you might say that.” William pushed the chair back from his desk and stood.

“Wait! I don’t think it’s a bad idea. I’m happy to do this on my own, if need be,” Ben interjected.

I grit my teeth, wincing when my weak friend wouldn’t stand up for himself.

“You haven’t even heard the catch yet,” William said, putting his hands on the desk and leaning forward.

Ben cleared his throat and moved his tie at the same time. “What’s the catch?”

I relaxed in my seat. If Ben wanted to do the job on his own, I wouldn’t have to be involved. My best friend had supported me in everything but I wasn’t sure I could support him when it came to going to Lower Side. It wasn’t like I was on friendly terms with Henry and Layla, either. Not after she had hit me.

“No one in Lower Side can know what you’re doing. You will be sworn to secrecy so there’s not an uprising. We don’t have the funds and resources to spread around, if you know what I mean. The Avoidables on Lower Side will not take kindly to the cat rebels having a nicer place to live than them. I don’t want the cat rebels to have amazing houses but they need facilities that are humane, at least.”

That was the catch? To keep the assignment secret? That wouldn’t be too hard. It wasn’t like Ben would want everyone to know what he was doing. The other Perfects might shun him if he admitted that he was helping the Avoidables.

“That should be fine. I wouldn’t tell anyone.” Ben stopped fiddling with his tie, apparently pleased that the leader wanted him to be involved in such an important mission.

“What does Ben get out of it?” I asked, tapping my nails on the arm of the chair.

William’s smile returned. “Ben doesn’t get to do this if you don’t join him. I need the pair of you to work together as you do with everything else. You’re a good team and you know it. If you both decide to take on this assignment, you’ll start immediately. There is one more thing...” William’s head dipped at the last sentence in his statement. He knew we weren’t going to like the one more thing that he had to tell us. Why did I have to get involved if Ben was quite happy to do it on his own?

I glanced down at my moving fingers. My new red nail varnish was a little dull for my liking. I could do with putting a clear coat over the top. That way my nails would look even prettier.

When we didn’t respond, William cleared his throat. “I need you to pretend to be Avoidables when you go through Lower Side and into the rebel camp. Henry will introduce you as part of the Perfect government. The cat rebels won’t have access to media so they won’t know that there are no Avoidables on the council. If you go in as yourselves, you’ll be killed. I can’t risk that.”

I got to my feet. There was no way in a million years I was going to dress up as an Avoidable.

“This sounds like fun,” Ben exclaimed.

My mouth dropped open as I looked over at him. What was going on? How was my best friend excited about going into Lower Side as a pretend Avoidable? Had he lost his mind?

“You want us to dress up...or down, I should say...as one of them?”

I put my hands on my hips and regarded William. His back straightened as the full force of my challenge reached him.

“Yes. As your boss, I’m asking both of you to do this. You’ll be handsomely rewarded, of course. I wouldn’t ask you to do something so dangerous if I didn’t believe you could carry it off. Now, I need a decision. Will you further your career in the Perfect government by doing this very important mission for the leader?” William’s words were powerful enough on their own. His presence only backed up what he said. He didn’t need to ask twice. 

My shoulders sank as I resigned myself to our fate. If we didn’t help him, we would probably lose our job. It was how the Perfects worked. You scratch my back, I scratch yours. The problem wasn’t in not helping William, it was in avoiding being scratched by the cat rebels. My acting skills had never been used in my entire life.

“I’m definitely up for it. No offence, I think it might be worth trying to find me a different partner.” Ben gestured at me, almost dismissing me from the mission. He didn’t believe in me either, obviously. The meeting had brought about a few more truths than I expected.

“You don’t need to do that.” I flicked my hair, ignoring Ben as I looked straight into William’s eyes. “I’m the woman for the job. I can do this.”

William nodded once and lowered himself back into his seat. I followed his example, crossing my legs at the knees again, pleased to see that his eyes followed the movement this time.

“You’re both still young. I wouldn’t usually send Perfects in their early twenties to work with the Avoidables...but Amya is young, too. She’ll relate better to people nearer her age.”

I snorted, unable to stop myself. “She’s a teenager. We’re older than her.”

I glanced at Ben to share my indignation at being compared to a cat rebel teen. He rolled his eyes at William, sharing a secret moment of discontent for me. That man was no longer my best friend.

“Layla and Henry are very familiar with the cat rebels. You’re going to have to befriend them, I’m afraid. It was mentioned that there was history between you but you’ll have to let that go. This mission is more important than any personal gain or grudge.” William handed us an envelope.

My name was scrawled across the front of the brown envelope in felt tip pen. It had already been assumed that I would take the mission. Of course, the leader wasn’t the leader no reason. William knew exactly what he was doing.

“A makeover, if you will. Both of you will be transformed into Avoidables. Your stories are in the envelope. You will need to know them off by heart so that when you’re questioned by the rebels, you don’t get information mixed up. You are brother and sister so I hope there’s nothing going on between you.” William raised his eyebrows. Both of us shook our heads quickly. There was no way I would ever get involved with Ben. He was far too prissy for me.

“Good. You’ll go to Lower Side to meet Layla and Henry. Once there, they’ll introduce you to Amya and the rest of her people. You will discuss plans to form a village of structural buildings. You will have a budget that must not be exceeded. In your envelopes, you’ll see that I’ve made a recommendation to include a couple of buildings for things other than living. A shop, for instance, and a school. It’s important that the rebels give their children education. The Lower Side is not equipped as well as it should be.” William tapped his pen on the table as we watched him. “Don’t look at me like that. If we educate the Avoidables, they’re more likely to keep away from us. Don’t you agree?”

I swallowed my reply before it came out of my mouth. If the Avoidables were left to get on with their own lives, they would survive. They had survived until now, hadn’t they? I didn’t know why the leader was taking so much interest in our enemy. It wasn’t like the Avoidables were shy at hurting us.

“We’ll do it.” Ben spoke for both of us.

I didn’t bother to argue, it wasn’t like I would get very far. William, the leader of the Perfect government, had decided that we would become Avoidables. There was nothing I could do about it.

Chapter Two

“What do you mean you’re going to dye my hair? You’re not going anywhere near my hair. You better step away from me right now or I won’t be happy.”

Our makeover was in full force. The Perfect stylist stood behind me in the hairdressers. Ben sat next to me. He had been instructed to grow out the hair on his face. Whiskers adorned his chin, making him look scruffy. It wasn’t a look I was used to.

“William ordered us to make you look like Avoidables. Your hair is far too perfect as it is. You need it to look a bit...untidy...”

I clenched my fingers around the arms of the chair as she came forward again. Watching her in the mirror, I dared her to make a move. I would scratch her eyes out, just like the cat rebels would.

“Will you pack it in?” Ben said.

My teeth had been getting a good grinding in the last few days. They were starting to ache where I had ground them together in frustration at the situation I’d found myself in. Henry and Layla were waiting for us so they could help us finish our training. In fact, Layla had kindly offered to fill us in on how an Avoidable acted. I wasn’t looking forward to that lesson.

“If you don’t let me do this, William will find out. Do you want that?” The stylist pouted at me in the mirror.

I sank in the seat, resigned to the fact that my beautiful honey-coloured hair would be bleached to make it look frizzy. I couldn’t believe what William was making me do. My hair had been my pride for my whole life and now it was going to be ruined.

“Why are you so excited?” I snapped.

Ben flicked through a magazine, skimming the pages, instead of reading it. “We didn’t get in on the action when it came to the trial. I’m excited to see what Lower Side is like. You know when you grow up, all your life, believing that something is awful... But then you realise that maybe it’s not. Until you see something, how do you know what it’s actually like there? I’ve had fantasies about Lower Side my whole life. Just because I don’t know what it looks like.”

I tried not to roll my eyes at my best friend. Yes, he was still my best friend. How could I stop loving him? He was a pain in my arse but he was always there. I had no choice but to be nice to him, especially as it was him who would be taking the main brunt of the work. I had decided that as soon as we had agreed to William’s stupid plan.

“I think you’re mad. Upper Side is much more to my taste. If I had a choice...” I glared at him, letting him know that he had dragged me into this. “... I would be sitting around my beautiful swimming pool in the sun, right this moment. Instead, I’m here with you, about to get made into an ugly Avoidable.”

The stylists glanced at each other, cringing at my words. They understood my pain. They understood what it would take for me to look in the mirror from this day forward. Not only was I having my hair dyed, I was having my teeth blackened. Was that even possible? I stretched my lips open as I glanced into the mirror, admiring my pearly white teeth while I still could.

“They’re going to ruin my teeth, Ben. How can you do this to me? I don’t want to do it. I hate the idea of going to Lower Side and into the rebel camp.”

Ben looked over his shoulder before glaring at me. “It’s a good job these girls have been hired by William or you would have let the cat out of the bag already... Literally.” Ben was such a drama queen. Of course they knew what was going on. I wasn’t that much of a big mouth.

“Why are you so cool about this? I don’t understand it. Your beautiful, lovely hair is going to grow out and be...messy.” I waved my hand above my head, trying to get my point across. I was passionate about how weird Ben would look with longer hair. His mousey red hair would be completely curly on the top of his head. Even more than it already was. Did he not care about that?

“Think yourself lucky,” he said. “At least it’s only your hair and teeth they’re changing. I’m getting a pretend scar.”

His stylist coughed. “About that...”

Ben snapped the magazine shut as he looked up at her. “Tell me.”

Her perfectly made up face cringed away from him as his full force was put behind those two words. A small smile came to my lips as he finally started to feel as uncomfortable as I did. It wasn’t fair that I was going through the anguish on my own. He was the one who got us into it. If only he had refused, then I wouldn’t be there, about to be ruined.

“We can’t risk the scar being different every time you go back to Lower Side. Someone’s coming in soon to give you a...” Her sentence trailed off.

“What is it?” Ben snapped.

“Tattoo.”

Ben reacted exactly how he should have done in the first place. He pushed himself from his seat and spun round towards the woman. She backed up a few steps, covering her mouth as she did. Ben’s face was bright red as he stared at her, his hands clenched into fists at his side. It was good to see the Perfect lose control. It served him right. He shouldn’t have been such a suck up to William.

“Did you say tattoo?” Ben asked the stylist through his teeth.

I also covered my mouth with my hand but not because I was bothered about what she had said. No, I covered my mouth because I was trying my hardest not to laugh. Ben would probably find it in him to hit me if he saw my reaction. I couldn’t help it, I couldn’t imagine him with a tattoo.

“William said that he needs you to be authentic. A tattoo up your neck will make you-”

“On my neck?” Ben shouted.

The door to the private salon opened. A man in a smart shirt and jeans came in, carrying a black box. My gaze trailed up his body, which was hard from plenty of exercise.

“This is the man who’s going to give you your tattoo.” The stylist backed towards the door, waiting for Ben to explode.

The Perfect that had walked through the door didn’t come across as a tattoo artist. How did a person get into that line of work in the Upper Side? It wasn’t like people cried out for tattoos.

“I’m so excited,” the man said, rubbing his hands together. “This will be the first time I’ve ever tattooed an actual person.”

The giggle that left me echoed around the silent room as Ben went redder than I had ever seen him. He glared, throwing the full force of his anger towards me.

“You think this is funny? You really think this is funny? I’m still going to be your best friend. You’ll be best friends with a tattooed Perfect.”

His words shut me up abruptly. He was right. To be fair, I had been debating whether or not I should find a new best friend, since he was the one who got us into this mess anyway. Maybe I would need to be a bit more serious about that.

“Who said I was going to be your best friend after all this? You’re the one who wanted to please the Perfect government leader,” I said, flicking my hair behind my shoulder, probably for the last time.

“What do you mean you’ve never tattooed a person? How have you practised? Or is William going to let me go in with what looks like a child’s drawing on my neck?” Ben dismissed me and took a step towards the handsome man who hovered by the door.

“I’ve practised on fake skin. I’m very good, I have some examples to show you. You can choose from one of the illustrations on them.” The man came forward, winking at me as he placed his box on a nearby table and unclicked it open. I rushed over, ignoring my stylist as she tried to get my attention. I didn’t care about getting my hair ruined. I cared about seeing what Ben would have on his neck for the rest of his life.

“You can forget about it.” Ben huffed, plonking back down into his chair.

I put my hand on the tattooist’s arm as we bent over the table to inspect the pieces of skin. They were creepy and realistic. There were five of them, tattooed with black patterns.

“These are tribal tattoos. I did some research and found the most popular ones from hundreds of years ago. Tattoos were rife for many many years. Even when technology was still here, people used to like pictures on their bodies. It was fun to them. In ancient times, tribes would tattoo themselves so they knew where they came from. It became a fashion but that went away when Perfects started to takeover. You wouldn’t find many people with tattoos now.” 

I watched the man as he ran slender fingers over the designs on the skins. He was passionate about his art. Even if it did come in a bizarre package.

“So I’ll be the first Perfect to have a tattoo?” Ben’s voice piped up.

Was he going to embrace his new Avoidable identity? Would he forget who he was just by having a tattoo on his neck?

“I think you should have all of them,” I said, pulling a face at him when he glared.

Sighing again, he got up from his seat and came over. He stuck his bottom lip out when he saw how big each design was. It would go up the whole of his neck.

“Are you serious? You want to brand me with one of these designs for the rest of my life?”

The tattooist shrugged, fiddling with his box.

“Samantha, I need to get on with your hair.” The stylist gestured for me to go to her.

I hovered for a moment longer, wanting to drag out the inevitable result for as long as possible. Ben was right, at least I didn’t have something as drastic as a tattoo to look forward to.

“I’ll be shunned. Perfects won’t view me as one of them. William wants to turn me into an Avoidable...literally,” Ben stated.

I groaned as I went back to my seat when the stylist clicked her fingers at me. There was no point in putting it off. My hair was about to be bleached and chopped so it wouldn’t be as nice as it was now. What a perfect way to start my day.

“Your loyalty to the government will force away any prejudice you might get from the other Perfects.” The tattooist sounded like he knew what he was talking about.

Ben let his breath out in one long rush. He scratched the red hair that sprouted on his chin before glancing up at the tattooist and smiling. “So be it.”

Everyone in the room gasped a sigh of relief. Except me. I couldn’t believe he was giving in so easily. What power did William have over him?

“What design do you want?” the tattooist asked.

I was turned in my seat, watching closely. I had to know which one he would go for, even though it would make him look like a thug. Ben pointed at one of the skins, his eyes going wide as the tattooist told him that it was good choice and motioned for him to sit down. My stylist moved my head, preventing me from seeing what would happen next. I tried to look in the reflection as Ben made himself comfortable in a seat by the table. The stylist grabbed strands of my hair and started to brush it with bleach. The smell made me cringe away from her.

“That doesn’t look friendly,” Ben muttered behind me.

The whirling sound that came from their direction made me twist my head as far as I could. My stylist allowed me a glance because she was too curious not to take a peek herself.

“I’m so glad it’s not me sitting there,” I said.

There was a needle in the end of a machine. The metal that surrounded it was held by the tattooist. I had never seen such a contraption but it did look like it was going to hurt.

“I have some good news for you,” the man said.

Ben’s wide eyes didn’t change as his gaze darted from the tattoo gun to the man.

“The ink that I’ll use is only temporary. The tattoo should last a year and then fade away. William thought it best that he test your commitment to the mission.”

I rolled my eyes as I turned away from the pair and gasped at the mess that was my hair. The stylist wasn’t making an effort to make sure that it was smooth and sleek and equal. Chunks were wrapped in foil and covered in peroxides. My beautiful hair was going to be ruined.

“Thank goodness for that,” Ben exclaimed. “I was crapping myself.”

The stylist giggled as the tattooist prepared to start his design on Ben. I still didn’t know which one he had gone for or how it actually worked. The stylist tapped my shoulder to let me know that she had finished putting the bleach in my hair. I instantly got up from my seat and went over to the pair.

There was a pen line drawing on Ben’s neck. The ends of it went into his collar but the tattooist didn’t draw any further down.

“Will he need to take his shirt off to get the rest done?” I asked.

The tattooist shrugged, looking at Ben for the answer. “It depends how authentic you want to be. I can do the tattoo so it disappears into your top and then leave it or you can have the whole design, just in case you get your top off. If you know I mean.” The tattooist winked at me.

“You do know that we’re going to Lower Side? You really think that Ben is going to sleep with someone over on Lower Side? I doubt it very much.”

Ben’s fingers tightened on the arms of the chair. “How do you know that? I might decide that I want to slum it. What’s wrong with that? Henry’s done it, hasn’t he?”

I ignored him, instead going to the skin he had chosen and examining the tribal tattoo. It was the biggest one there. Ben had to have the biggest. If he was going to have anything, he might as well do it large.

“I can’t see you slumming it. You’re too much of a Perfect. Like me. Henry may have gone with Layla but Henry is also an Avoidable.” I tried to flick my hair over my shoulders but the foil got in the way. Instead, I turned my back on him and went to my seat.

“It’s time to do your teeth,” the stylist said, holding up little bowl with yellow paste in it.

I turned back to Ben who smirked at me. “Don’t come running back to me.”

Ben held up his fake skin and waved the disgusting thing in my direction. He did have it worse than me. I might have yellow teeth but he had a picture on his skin for at least a year.

“Why can’t you be kinder?” I asked the stylist.

She shrugged her shoulders, not deigning to reply. It was her job. She’d been commissioned by William to make us as Avoidable as possible. It wouldn’t be that easy, I knew that.

“If we’re going to do this, Samantha, you might as well embrace it, my darling. After all, we’re going to have to be one of them.”

He was right, of course, like always. It was best if I resigned myself to the fact that my life would be ruined for a little while. I refused to let it go on for too long, though. I would make sure I was back to Perfectionism within the year. That was my promise to myself.

Chapter Three

“I must say, you look dreadful.” William clapped his hands when he approached.

We were standing by a guard car, waiting for his approval. Layla and Henry were ready to receive us on the Lower Side. John, the head guard, stood beside us, a small smile on his face. He had almost balked when he had first seen us, only just controlling the expression on his face.

“Please put it down on record that I’m not happy,” I said as soon as the boss offered his hand to Ben.

My best friend shook the offered hand enthusiastically. Like the suck up he was. I ignored William when he reached up and rubbed a brittle blonde strand of my hair. The stylist had chopped it roughly to just above my shoulders. Every time I looked in the mirror, I was almost sick. I literally almost ran to the toilet and vomited. My perfect teeth, were perfectly yellow and black.

“Layla and Henry are going to meet you in Lower Side. They’ll take you to the theatre, Artie’s main headquarters, to train you on how to be an Avoidable.”

“What? We’re not going straight in? I want to get this over as quickly as possible.”

I knocked Ben’s hand away when he went to touch my hair. We had stared at each other once our transformations were over. Ben had whined like a little girl as he got tattooed. Apparently it was quite painful. I laughed, pleased that his transformation was causing him as much pain as mine was. I glanced at the tattoo, impressed by how well the tattooist had done. It was a good piece of art. The black tribal design ran down Ben’s neck and under his T-shirt. I had never seen him in such plain clothes before. It made him look just like an Avoidable.

“I’m afraid so. If you go in there now, you’ll get killed instantly. They’ll sniff you from a mile away. You may look the part but you need to act the part. I want to thank you before you go. Not many Perfects would agree to what you’re doing. Your families will be kept informed.”

I frowned as William patted Ben on the back. “What do you mean our families will be kept informed? Won’t we come straight back here after our first meeting?”

William pulled on the cuffs of his shirt. His suit jacket was undone, showing off the wide breadth of his chest. “If you had read the full brief, Samantha, you would know that you’re staying in Lower Side. This operation can’t go wrong. You’ll come back here regularly to have meetings. Except, you won’t be staying here. You’ll tell the cat rebels that you only come back every now and then. If you live over here, they’ll know that something is wrong. How many Avoidables live in Upper Side?” William said, taking my hand when I went to storm away.

“You’ve got to be kidding me? I did not agree to live on the Lower Side. How long is this going to last?”

Ben crossed his arms over his chest. It surprised me how much his biceps bulged. They were usually covered with a shirt, rarely shown off in a short sleeved top.

“We have done our best to make you as comfortable as possible over there. Your residence is right near the bridge so if there’s any problems, you can come straight back over. The guards know who you are and will be on alert. Artie and his team will keep you completely protected. They’re in the know. They’ll be your bodyguards. You’ll be there for at least a few months, if not longer. It depends how long it takes you to get the rebel camp set up less like a camp and more like a village.”

I bit my lip, wincing when the pain vibrated through my mouth. I was stupid not to have read the whole of the brief. I had got bored when I had tried, instead, burying my head into a fiction book.

“You can’t waver now. Remember your reward,” William said.

He used the right words. He had promised us that we would have seats on the council when we came of age. He also promised us a lot of money if we were successful. I wasn’t prepared to let him down, even if I did hate him a bit.

“Okay. I can do this. I’m not happy about working with Henry and Layla but if that’s what I need to do, I will. Don’t you forget your end of the deal, though,” I muttered.

William squeezed my fingers before letting go. He was a man of his word. He wasn’t the Perfect government leader because he lucked out, he knew exactly what he was doing. It was a shame I didn’t. William gestured to John. The guard opened the car door and stepped back, allowing us to climb in. I dismissed William as soon as I was seated. I wouldn’t forgive him easily for his decision to choose me and Ben to do the impossible mission.

“It’s not going to be as bad as you think,” Ben said, patting my thigh, which was clad in worn black jeans. On my top half, I wore a second-hand printed top. Cotton hung from the hem. Something that had never happened with my clothes. I threw them out as soon as they started to look worn. The print was pale pink and blue. Nothing like I would wear normally. A black cardigan rested over my knee in case I got cold. I hoped that I was indoors way before it got dark on Lower Side.

“This is going to be exactly as bad as I think it’s going to be.” I stared out of the window as Ben waved goodbye to our leader and the car took us to our fate.

I thought about the small suitcase of rubbish clothes in the boot as my beloved streets passed me by. Ben was silent beside me as he contemplated our new job. So far it hadn’t been worth it, I was hoping that would change.

“They say that sometimes we need to go through uncomfortable experiences to become the people we are,” John said from the front of the car.

My gaze met his in the rear view mirror. He didn’t have a clue what he was talking about. It wasn’t like he was the one going to live on Lower Side.

“Have you ever lived over there?” I snapped.

Ben nudged me with his elbow. I cringed as he hit my ribs. “You don’t sound like an Avoidable, you sound like a Perfect.”

I didn’t hit him back. His comeuppance would be served at some point soon. I was sure of it.

“I’ve never lived there, no. You know my son, Jason, though?”

Of course we knew Jason. He had worked with us on the Perfect government for as long as we could remember. He had also fallen in love with an Avoidable. Just like Henry.

“The first man to betray our kind,” I said in a sing song voice.

Ben shook his head, choosing to ignore me instead of chastising me. It was a good job too.

“I’m not sure if betrayed is the right word. Sometimes you can’t help who you fall in love with. Have you ever been in love?”

His gaze was aimed directly at me. It was a stupid question.

“Love is such a...crazy word. I’m not sure anyone knows what it means. But to answer your question, I have never been in love.”

The guard lowered his gaze, choosing not to say any more. Ben raised his eyebrows at me when I glanced at him.

“I agree with you, John. This will only make us grow. And we get to be a part of the government council when we come of age. For me, I would do anything for that.” Ben scratched his jaw, it was becoming a bit of a habit. He knew that the gesture made him appear more like an Avoidable.

I ran my tongue over my teeth as the bridge that would take us over the river came into view. Luckily, I couldn’t feel the discolouration on them, but knowing that if I smiled, others could see how yellow they were, made me feel uncomfortable.

“Henry and Layla are waiting at the end of the bridge. I’ll take you half way across and drop you off. You can then walk the rest of the way and meet them.” John wound down his window and nodded at the guard who pressed a button to allow him past.

As the barrier rose, I glanced at my best friend, suddenly afraid of what we were about to do. I had seen this bridge from afar many times but I had never dared to venture near. And now we were travelling across it, ready to climb out and actually enter Lower Side.

“Do you have any last questions?” John asked.

“How do you really feel about your son being in love with an Avoidable?” I blurted.

For once Ben didn’t chastise me for my question. He listened as intently as I did.

“I love my son very much. I support him in his choices, even if I didn’t imagine that he would do what he’s done. He’s going to be a father himself, very soon. I can’t ignore that.” John fell silent as we digested his words.

“Thank you for your honesty,” I muttered as I pulled on the car door handle and stepped onto the bridge.

Ben followed me out of the car, staying close to my side as we walked away from the only safety we knew. Towards a brand-new reality.

“There’s Layla and Henry. They’re waiting for us,” Ben stated the obvious.

I glanced down at the tatty trainers that were on my feet. Apparently Avoidables wore whatever clothes they could get their hands on. Layla often wore rough -looking leather skirts and tops that she made herself. She had grown up in the rebel camp in the mountain, obviously unaware that clothes even existed. She stood now, wearing one of the made up outfits. Henry hovered close by, gazing at her as she spoke. The energy between them had changed since the last time I’d seen them. They looked happy and, strangely enough, like they were in love. Not that I had seen affection that often with many people, it wasn’t a regular occurrence in Upper Side.

“I never thought I’d see the day,” Henry shouted as soon as he caught sight of us. “I do not believe it.”

He laughed
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