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Never let anyone tell you that you are less than them 
because of an illness or disability. 





You are more than worthy of anything they are.
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Prologue





Designations: an inexplicable etching on the skin, similar to a tattoo, which can appear as soon as something happens to the body. There have been studies, but no one knows why they occur, or why they only show up in certain individuals.  

My first designation showed up three days after my birth.

As I eventually got told, my mother screamed as the cursive word etched itself across my tiny stomach.

UPSET.

That’s right. I got my first designation because baby Scarlett had an upset stomach. Or perhaps it was because I was only three days old and babies are frequently upset, correct? Definitely my fault … 

The second one came when I was three months old – my mother accidentally knocked my knee on a cabinet.

INTERNAL BLEEDING.

Designations are awfully dramatic, don’t you think? I got only a bruise.

I was four years old, with a few designations, when the government declared the “Written” were dangerous – a risk to the “Clean’s” health. Then, they gave the Written “perks” like a curfew and limited access to the city of Lait at large. Written could only live and work in the Third Quarter, with a very occasional exception given to the best doctors and scientists. 

It’s funny, Lait’s government had never had an issue with us until that point, and no one knows why their opinions changed so drastically. People have their theories, many surrounding our king, who married into Lait royalty, but nobody really knows.

Prior to the Written reforms, we were side-eyed, looked down on if our families couldn’t afford erasure machines, but for the most part, we were still accepted in society. As the divide between the Clean and the Written grew, children began to be dumped at the Third Quarter boundary and left to fend for themselves.

Now, the Written population are increasingly uneducated and considered nothing more than wasted space. It’s been years since any have been allowed to formally study.

So, can you see why I was sceptical when the government announced a university program for the most intelligent Written? At the most prestigious school in Lait, no less? It’s not like we had a baseline education; the Written with high IQs are simply naturally intelligent. Some of us may have had books growing up, but that’s where it ends. 

Why the hell would the Clean want to give us any kind of leg up in the world? 

That’s just it … They don’t.








  
  

2

Scarlett





It’s beyond unusual to see a group of people huddled around the notice boards by the market, and even more surprising that others keep joining them. Cursing myself and my curiosity, I nudge my way in behind them, craning my neck to get a look at whatever has interested so many. 

The usual notices – livestock sales and the occasional announcement – are covered by one large poster.

ON BEHALF OF THE LAIT ROYAL FAMILY AND GOVERNING BODIES:

Resisting the urge to scoff, I shove my way closer to get a better look.

We are honoured to announce a new initiative bridging the gap between the Clean Lait community and the Written Lait community. 

Twenty-five Written community members will receive a full scholarship to the Royal Bennett University. 

Please keep an eye on these boards tomorrow for the announcement of this lucky group. These citizens will leave the Third Quarter by 8:00am on the 31st.

Three days. 

The government is letting out a group of Written in three days. This is unheard of.

The word “will” insinuates this isn’t an invitation but a demand.

The group that has gathered is swapping theories back and forth.

Is this a trick?

Will these poor people be used as examples? Flogged in the market for having hope?

Or maybe, just maybe, this could be legitimate …

But for what reason? My mind runs through dozens of theories. 

Turning away from the crowd, I make the quick walk back to my share house in record time. I’m greeted by a chorus of voices as I throw open the door into the kitchen, revealing three of my roommates sitting around the communal, ancient and almost falling apart, kitchen table. 

Zaid, Riley and Tilly eye me curiously, whatever they were talking about, forgotten. 

My fourth roommate, Levi, has his back to me, scavenging through our fridge for what I can only assume is his lunch. I attempt to ignore the uptick in my heart rate and look anywhere except at the muscles I see flexing through his shirt – I’m just a girl, after all.

“Scar!” Tilly starts, breaking the others from their daze. 

“Scar Scar!” Zaid smirks, and I stick my tongue out. Zaid is a great friend, but he’s gotten more annoying after his boyfriend, Asher, moved in with my friend Mia. She gleefully told Zaid stories from when we were younger, which he now teases me with relentlessly.

“Scaranator!” Riley laughs, another nickname that Mia was all too happy to fill them in on. 

I’m considering heading down the road to her house to curse her out when Levi breaks me from my thoughts. 

“Hey Scarlett,” Levi says, his smooth voice giving me butterflies. With my eyes still roaming over his back, and mind thinking things it shouldn’t about my best friend, I grin.

“Levi.” I nod, moving past the table as I push my backpack off my shoulder and give it no further thought when it lands by the leg in a crumpled heap.

“Did you see it, Scar?” Tilly asks, an odd look sweeping over her face.

Tills is like the younger sister none of us got to have. She’d been alone for a long time by the time Levi found her at the market four years ago, only days away from complete starvation. Nobody had ever seen someone with so many designations, her fair skin almost entirely covered. She was terrified when Levi brought her back to the house, only opening up after weeks of reassurance and careful approaches.

As a Written born to Clean parents, they had abandoned her in the Third Quarter when she was very young. Tilly wasn’t sure how old she was because her parents had never kept count. She estimated about eight. The sheer amount of time she had spent fighting out in the world on her own meant that she had become malnourished and underdeveloped. Most Written can barely afford to look after themselves, so she had been ignored. 

It’s not that the other Written don’t want to help the homeless, because most of us do, but when you struggle to survive yourself, your ability and desire to help others lessens.

During Tilly’s first year of living with us, I caught myself venting to Levi multiple times. Tilly was so kind-hearted, sweet and resilient, and her parents had just left her. Anger would course through my veins every time I thought about it. For reasons unknown to me, Tilly claimed she loved her mother, but why? It vexed me to no end. Tilly said little about her past, except that it was her father that left her; she’s always been adamant about that.

Eventually, Levi had to sit me down, insisting that we were her family now and there was no point in focusing on the past.

After everything she’s been through, I could never lie to her.

“Yeah, I did Tills.”

Jumping up and down excitedly, she grabs my arm. “I’m sure it’s going to be you! It has to be!”

My stomach churns at the possibility, but I try my hardest to smile. Tilly means well, but she doesn’t understand what being chosen would entail. Hell, I don’t understand it. “There are so many special people here Tills, it could be anyone.”

With her hands still clasped tightly to my arm, she shakes her head. “There’s no one like you.”

To be quite honest, I don’t do well with emotion. I never have. You can’t afford to feel in the Third Quarter as a Written.

“Thanks, Tills.” I shake her hands off, moving over to the fridge, praying that Riley has cooked something on his day off from the market, where he single-handedly runs everyone’s favourite food stall, a kitchen he refuses to give a name to because he frames himself as a “chef to all people.”

I thank every god I know the name of when I find the fridge full. Grabbing as much as I can hold in one go, I close the door with my foot, only to be greeted by Levi’s raised eyebrow.

“What?” I sarcastically throw in his direction, daring him to say something stupid.

Stifling back a laugh, Levi walks towards me as the others dart out, Zaid muttering something about an early start the next day. “Hungry?”

“No shit.”

Corralling me over to the table, he sits down on the chair opposite. “You realise she could be right?”

“Who? Tilly?”

Levi nods, shooting me a look I know too well – his “I know something that you don’t” look – “I heard Marcia talking about it at the clinic today. She thinks they’re looking for intelligence.”

“When have you ever believed a word Marcia says? She’s a gossip.”

“The mayor, Scarlett. Marcia heard it straight from the mayor’s mouth.”

Now that … that made me freeze, Riley’s chicken pie forgotten. The Third Quarter is the only Lait quarter with a mayor, because the Royals fear us too much to govern us themselves. However, that also means our mayor is the only person in direct contact with the palace. 

“How do we know she’s telling the truth?”

Levi sighs, “You know she wouldn’t lie about that. Marcia may like drama, but she doesn’t fuck around with official stuff.”

Looking down at my food, my heart thumps a million times over in my chest. I sit in silence, considering that Tilly may be right … this could happen to me. I could get chosen.

Levi stands up, placing a large hand on my shoulder. I would never tell him, but his hand is warm, comforting, and I know I shouldn’t think about how nice his touch is, but I’m only human. 

“I’ve seen your file. An IQ of one hundred and thirty-two? If smarts are what they’re looking for, Scarlett? They’ll be coming for you.”

As much as I don’t want to admit it, he’s right. Intelligence isn’t really something that matters in the Third Quarter, but it is something that gets recorded – along with every other “vital” statistic of each Written person. We are at the bottom of Lait’s society, but we are also its most watched.

Scoffing, and also hoping to deflect the attention, I stand up, my chair making a horrible grating sound that echoes around our tiny kitchen. “What about you? One hundred and twenty isn’t exactly dumb, Levi.”

We never went out of our way to read each other’s files, but after Levi started at the small medical clinic, we had one night where we drank a little too much and ended up using his spare key to read through our files. Our little friend group was one of the few that had been old enough at the time of getting dropped off at the quarter to be able to read. 

Our night turned into a semi-morbid, semi-amusing drinking game – who had the most designations? Drink! Who had the highest IQ? Drink!

We’re smart, not immune to the effects of alcohol.

Levi shakes his head. “They’re not going to take me away from the clinic. Every Written they can get working in there means one less Clean they have to send into the quarter.”
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Scarlett Weatherwood

Levi Smith

… … … 

The list. It’s here. Our names … right at the top. 

Standing at the notice board reading our names is the most terrifying and exciting thing that has ever happened. Scanning the rest of the sheet, I regard the other names. There’s only one other I recognise – Thaddeus Michael – all the rest show information stating they are all different ages and from different sides of the quarter. I don’t want to be happy about it, but I kind of am. Maybe this is my chance to make a change.

Looking back over my shoulder at Levi, who stands with his body clenched, hands tight at his side, I smile meekly. “Told you.”

With nostrils flared, Levi rolls his eyes at me and stalks off. Levi is a hothead. Always has been. I know he’ll come around … eventually. He’s a passionate man who has only ever wanted the best for the Written, and I’m sure he’ll wrap his head around this new arrangement soon enough. 

Well, at least he better … he only has two days.
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The truck arrives on the thirty-first around six in the morning. Too early for my liking, but I was so nervous about what today would bring I hadn’t slept well anyway.

Unlike the trucks that normally roll around the Third Quarter – which aren’t that many; it’s not like we can afford auto repairs – this one was silent … almost too silent to be real. With large, polished white panels and huge tyres, this truck screams business. Levi grips my hand as the truck lurches to a stop in front of our house. Two guards swiftly jump down into the dirt.

One of them reaches into their breast pocket to pull out a tablet. With a quick swipe, he looks up at us both, his eyes a shocking blue. “Scarlett Weatherwood and Levi Smith?”

Letting my hand fall out of his grip, Levi nods and takes a confident step forward, his hand outstretched. I know he’s anything but confident, but we agreed that we’d put up a united front. The Clean already think we’re animals, and we refuse to give them any other reason to think so. 

The guard takes one look at his hand and snorts.

“I’m not here for pleasantries, Smith.”

Before Levi can reply, I step forward. “You’re taking us from our homes. The least you could do is pay us some respect.”

The other guard, who has been quiet until now, steps between us. He towers above me, and with the added black hair and dark eyes, he’s a striking figure. “Written will follow orders that are given by the King or be tried as traitors. We are your superiors. If he says to kiss the dirt at his feet, you do so, without another word. Do you understand?”

My heart pounds a million miles an hour as he grabs my chin, bringing our eyes to meet. “Weatherwood, I assume?” Slowly, self-preservation kicks in and I nod. “You’re lucky to be in this position. Don’t forget that,” he snaps. He removes his hand and pushes me away.

The guards motion for us to move around the back of the van. Both of them throw the doors open. The inside is nowhere near as nice as the exterior. Two metal benches sit across from each other, both already full of the other chosen Written. With a quick scan around, I work out that Levi and I are numbers twenty-three and twenty-four – with only one Written left to pick up before we head to the gate and leave the Third Quarter behind.

As we near the edge of the quarter, my confusion increases. They had specifically said twenty-five Written, and the list had confirmed that, so where was number twenty-five?

When my unquenchable curiosity can’t take it anymore, I stand up and knock on the wall of the van, where I assume the two guards sit on the other side. Some of the other Written stare at me, worry etched into their tired-looking faces.

“Hey? Wasn’t there meant to be twenty-five of us?”

“There was.”

That asshole with black hair. It has to be. The response is too dry, too outwardly cruel. Plus, his voice is lower.

“There’s only twenty-four people back here.”

It’s the other guard that responds this time, voice still cold and removed but with a kinder inflection. “Number twenty-five decided not to be present at pick-up.”

“What do you mean?”

Getting no response, I bang on the wall again. “Hey! What happened to twenty-five?”

“Twenty-five is dead.”
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The first day at the university is the absolute definition of a whirlwind. Rules and regulations are pretty much spat at us, and each Clean we encounter is even less welcoming than the guards. We aren’t permitted to stay at the university and are only allowed on campus four days a week, and we are never to directly interact with the Clean students unless given strict permission.

Prisoners outside of our prison.

Clearly, whoever made the call on this new program had not discussed this or collaborated with the students or professors. 

It doesn’t take long for our intelligence theory to be confirmed though, with the Dean implying that we are the “best” of the bad bunch.

It’s the second day at university when everything really goes to hell.

Protests happen all over campus, where every Clean student is up in arms about having us around. The violence is maddening, and five Written students are killed. It isn’t long before the university transforms the oldest and most run-down parts of the campus – previously abandoned – into special “Written Only” areas.

I find it unusual that they don’t cancel this whole thing and instead choose to provide the Written with isolated classes. No Clean contact whatsoever aside from the teaching staff.

There’s no doubt about it…

We are well and truly in enemy territory.
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Matthew





As soon as I turned twenty-five, my father decided that the best way to prepare me for one day taking over as the head of Lait’s military was to babysit my best friend. Or, as he called it, “Get put in charge of the Prince’s personal security detail.” 

You know? Same shit, different smell.

Growing up under the guise of Lait’s military controller was never easy. From day one, my father was overly vigilant and dead set on me following in his footsteps. If he had had his way, I would have been training with the other soldiers from the moment I could walk. My mother was the one who didn’t let him, ensuring that he waited until the ripe age of ten to forcibly conscript me – yes … that was sarcasm. 

Tina South was my father’s heart and soul, and she could convince him of anything except not to force me into combat. That decision was made and out of her control the moment they found out their second child would be a boy.

Henry Martins was a family man in public, and nowhere else. 

Growing up with Flynn had been nice – neither of us could stray far from the castle, and after his mother nearly died in childbirth, the King and Queen decided that one heir was enough. My sister, who had been born when my parents were barely eighteen, never hung around for our “escapades” – we were just two young, annoying boys and she wanted nothing to do with us. She well and truly aspired to be the “big” sister, tagging along with my mother as soon as she realised that’s where the adult women were.

Balancing my new duties of looking after Flynn and still trying to be his friend became my daily juggle. I wasn’t used to telling him no … and he wasn’t used to hearing it.

It was about a month into my new role when I realised how important it was that I find a way to separate my friend from the Prince.

Flynn had been stressing out ever since his father had declared that a select few of the Written would be let into the First Quarter to attend the university. I never understood why it bothered him so much. He wasn’t allowed to attend in person, only just having completed his undergraduate degree from the professors his father paid to travel to the castle. I can’t imagine my father ever going to such lengths for me.

Flynn’s anxiety regarding the Written had been sky high for years, ever since his father had announced the “Written” problem in Lait. 

So, ignoring a couple of security protocols, I accompanied Flynn outside of the castle, with the hope of easing some of his anxiety, or at least forgetting about it for a bit. We headed down into the “Party District” and we were a couple of drinks in when a stunning girl with cascading red hair began to grind up against Flynn.

“Sorry, Miss, I’m going to need you to back up.”

With a smoothness only Flynn could possess, he grabbed her by the hips, moving her closer. Over her shoulder, he shot me a pleading look.

I wish I could blame being drunk, but I was sober enough to know better when I rolled my eyes and let it go on. Only minutes later, my father would have had my head if he had seen me slip the bartender five hundred dollars to look the other way when Flynn grabbed her hand and pulled her into a back room.

I finished my drink and looked down at my watch and soon realised Flynn had been in the room for over half an hour. Steeling myself to see him in a position I never wanted to see, I stood up, wiping my hands on my pants and delaying for as long as possible before walking over to the door.

“Flynn?” I knocked.

No answer.

I knocked harder. “Mate, we gotta get back before your dad realises.”

Still no answer.

Standing back from the door, I prepared to kick it in.

“One last chance!”

Silence.

Mustering strength from my years of training, I forced my foot through the door, sending it swinging off its hinges.

“Fuck!”

I couldn’t believe it as I took in the scene; Flynn pressed against the wall, shirtless, the redhead, also shirtless, holding a knife to his neck.

“Don’t move!” she yelled, her eyes darting back and forth between us.

Slowly, I brought my hands up, away from the gun and knife that were attached to my belt. “It’s okay, Flynn.” I nodded as his eyes met mine, wider and more frightened than I’d ever seen.

“Hi,” I acknowledged the girl. “My name is Matthew Martins. My job is to keep his ass safe.”

The girl scoffed, hold tightening on the knife she clasped. “I know who he is.”

I walked towards her. “Can we talk? Please? Trust me, I’m the first person who wants to slit his throat. Can I ask why you are trying to?”

“He ruined my life.”

Lifting an eyebrow, I met Flynn’s eye. He was just as confused as I was. The girl started to cry, her hold on the knife loosening.

It was only once she brought her hands down that I saw the designations on her back, not quite covered by the intricate lace pattern of her bra. Without further thought, my training kicked in.

My knife lodged between her shoulder blades so quickly, she had no time to scream.
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I killed two more people in the same month.

Flynn couldn’t understand why I started to keep my distance emotionally, but every time I had to explain to my father why I had allowed the Prince to be in danger drove me further and further away. I love Flynn like my brother, but I couldn’t keep treating him like a friend when he is my sole responsibility.

So, for my sake, and his, we moved away from being best friends, settling into a weird in-between that neither of us truly acknowledged.
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