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    The Assassins




    Stella Grey




    The main character, who is a selfless assassin that adores her fellow assassins, sister, and mother.




    Alexander Garcia




    A red-headed midget who enjoys making terrible jokes and can turn one part of his body invisible at a time.




    Alistair Charles Sanders




    A flirtatious fellow who can persuade people to do just about anything with his charm power.




    Jarrad Brooks




    An enthusiastic boy with a super-sensitive sense of touch due to his ability to view an object’s past, when making physical contact with it.




    Connor Kyl Bryant




    A fearless boy who tests the line between bravery and stupidity.




    Sabin Hudson




    A fun-loving, playful soul who can teleport short distances.




    Morgan Spencer




    A quiet boy who only opens up to those he is closest to and can run faster than the speed of light.




    Leo, Tristin and Chase Carpenter




    Triplets who are able to communicate with each other telepathically.




    Roland Callum Lawson




    A dark-haired boy with bright green eyes who has the ability to erase another person’s memory.




    Zack Ryan Hobbs




    A blue-eyed, ginger-haired boy who is able to locate people through their dreams.




    Stefan Lawson




    A boy with a blood phobia who has the ability to never get sick.




    Caden Nelton




    A boy of great loyalty with the ability to speak any language.




    Daniel Trevor Strickland




    Best friends with Cameron, with a photogenic memory.




    Cameron Swanson




    Best friends with Daniel and does hardly anything without him.




    Noah Rustenfel




    A boy who does not know how to stop asking questions.




    Max Hampton




    A gentle giant who loves hugs and has the ability to change minds.




    David John McArthy




    The most helpful assassin one will ever meet, always lending a hand when needed, with the ability to heal minor injuries.




    Jacob Osborne




    A sharp boy who can detect a lie.




    Nick Harrington




    A distrusting boy who can sense danger before it takes place.




    Aidan Kit Lloid




    A troublemaker of note who often has to heal himself from injuries, because he tests the limits.




    Michael Hatfield




    A big dreamer who can see people’s memories through their dreams.




    Jason (Jace) Milter




    A gentle-hearted boy who prefers to be in the company of animals, and who can communicate with them.




    James Phillip Dwayton




    The most selfless and oldest of the assassins, who is eighteen, and can hear anything perfectly within a fifty-mile radius.




    Other characters




    Luke Charion Ambris




    A kind-hearted slave who is excellent at playing the pianoforte and has the ability to heal injuries and to manipulate both light and darkness.




    The Instructor




    The cold-hearted woman who runs the Trials along with the Royal Family.




    Asher (Scar)




    The master of all the assassins.




    Mary Grey




    The mother Stella never had.




    Lila Grey




    Mary’s daughter.




    Mrs Cheery




    Stella’s educator that is a demon wearing pink.




    Margret Carter (the Castle cook)




    The woman that Luke calls his mother.




    Rebecca, Mason, and Percy Carter




    Luke’s younger siblings and Mary’s children.




    Luce, Clary, and Isabelle




    Red sisters who are slaves in the Blue Castle with Luke.




    Sophie Weatherford




    A Blue, Lady of the Trials who is outstandingly beautiful.




    Aline Seederwood




    An excitable Lady of the Trial.




    Prince Elliot the Second




    A disrespectful and selfish young man.




    King Theo




    A power-hungry monarch who is willing to do whatever it takes to be greater than the gods.




    The Captain




    A greedy, drunk man who is only interested in the number of gold coins in his pocket.
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    Chapter One
 Headless chickens


    (and I’m not referring to the chickens)




    “Street rat!” the guard shouted at me. I ran—ducking and diving to avoid people but unfortunately, it was no easy task for a sixteen-year-old with four loaves of bread bundled in her arms to ‘blend in’.




    I had never been good at sticking with the crowd. I was a full-on misfit.




    I leapt over a cage of chickens which fell over and the chickens squawked angrily—they were running around like (excuse the pun) headless chickens. A few guards tumbled over the hapless chickens, but the leading guard seemed very eager to get the bread… or to wrap his hands around my throat. I guessed the former as he looked like he enjoyed food—If you know what I mean. I jumped onto a basket of fruit that leaned against a cart then, taking a dare-devil leap, I landed on a flat roof of one of Hogsfeet’s houses. Great name for a town really, Hogsfeet.




    From up there I could see the Temples of the Gods and the Castle. I looked down and saw that I had successfully caused an avalanche of bananas, which the four guards skidded on.




    “Come back here riff-raff!” the leader cried up at me while shaking his fist.




    “That is an idiotic thing to say. Like I would just come to you,” I snorted. He tried to draw his sword but just slipped on a banana peel and landed head first in the fruit basket.




    “Get OUT of my fruit basket! Savage!” An old bent lady with a deadly looking walking stick started hitting the guard over the head. I laughed, knowing the wrath of a cart owner was something no one wanted to experience and broke off a piece of the loaf. The stolen loaves were still warm and a mouth-watering smell emanated from them.




    Guards chasing me had become a daily game for me, and someone had to give those lugs exercise. I did them a favour by stealing a couple of loaves now and then.




    “Stella, please tell me you did not just steal four loaves just to eat them on your own,” Lila said behind me as I guiltily swallowed the large piece of deliciousness I had stuffed into my mouth.




    “No.”




    “Yeah right,” Lila grinned and pulled the loaf out of my hands. Lila was a short ball of mischief with wild, black hair and rich mahogany skin. She had been my adopted sister ever since we were five.




    “No, I wasn’t kidding. I was going to give a loaf to mom,” I smiled.




    “Sure,” Lila rolled her eyes before narrowing them. “You’ve worried us.”




    I shrugged in response as I thought of how I had been out the whole night before.




    “Oh, fair warning, Mrs Cheery is coming to speak to mom about you,” Lila said with glee.




    Mrs Cheery was really not very cheerful. Her real name was Mrs Rallis and she was a demon, wearing pink. She was an educator, but we didn’t really see eye to eye. By that I mean she would gut me alive, but then again many people would. Though, it was amusing seeing her face turn bright red when I annoyed her. She had given me many years’ worth of detention which I had been far too busy to go to.




    “I just remembered that I have a meeting tonight, bummer,” I shrugged apologetically.




    “You have a meeting tonight? Wait,” Lila narrowed her eyes, “you are doing that thing where you make an excuse not to go home.”




    Lila had always been unable to separate what was literal from what was sarcastic.




    “Yes, I am doing that thing,” I rolled my eyes.




    “Oh come on! The best assassin is afraid to meet a teacher?” Lila burst out laughing.




    I frowned at the mention of what I was—an assassin. It was not something I was exactly proud of.




    There were very few of us assassins—twenty-five to be exact and I was the only girl which I blamed on stereotypes. Oh, you’re an assassin? But you’re a girl! I hated that. I was also the only Red.




    Lila and mom were the only people who knew what I did.




    I was a Red, along with the whole of Hogsfeet and Avalon. We, as Reds, were poor and didn’t have the powers that the Blues had in Atlantis. I didn’t see why this made us, the Reds, inferior and considered unimportant but the hate that brewed between the two sides was nearly tangible.




    As an assassin, you weren’t a Red or a Blue. You were just you. That was the only good thing about it.




    “Can you come home please?” Lila pouted when I didn’t reply.




    “Fine,” I sighed and walked to the edge of the roof where the streets were quiet. I skilfully jumped down the two-story building and landed lightly on my feet. The number of times I had fractured my ankles when practising that. Lila ran down the stairs, not taking the risk of trying what I had done.




    I looked around the street and saw two homeless children huddled together sharing a tiny apple next to a dustbin, and I looked at the wholesome loaves in my hands.




    With a sigh, I pulled two out and gave it to the children who looked shocked. They seemed hesitant to take it—waiting for me to snatch the loaves back and laugh like the guards did so often, but I just gave them an encouraging smile. The oldest, a nine-year-old boy, reached out reluctantly but as soon as his hands touched the warm bread he snatched them out of my hands.




    “You’re welcome,” I laughed, knowing how it felt to be a homeless orphan. That was before Lila’s mother found me in the rain.




    “Thank you,” the youngest, a six-year-old girl, said sheepishly.




    “Stella!” Lila called impatiently. I winked at the children then turned to Lila.




    “Hometime,” she chirped, revelling in the fact that I was dreading going home.




    “Why, on my one night off, do I have the pleasure of spending it with Mrs Cheery?” I mumbled to myself, following Lila.




    


  




  

    Chapter Two
 Wrinkled, arthritic finger




    “Stella you have not returned homework for two weeks and you have not attended any of your detentions.” Mrs Cheery’s voice sounded like a toffee was stuck up her nose.




    I sat in our tiny house with mom and Mrs Rallis, or Cheery. Lila stood in the kitchen, cutting the bread, with a very amused look. I’m glad she was enjoying this! I thought.




    Mom wore a stony face but I knew it was just for show. She had to look like a disappointed parent to not blow my cover.




    “You have fallen asleep twice in class and not to mention how late you are every morning,” Mrs Cheery pointed a wrinkled, arthritic finger in my face. “What do you have to say for yourself?”




    I tried so hard not to mimic her voice when I answered, “I’ve been busy.”




    This only made her face turn the colour of a tomato.




    “Relax Mrs Cheer—I mean Mrs Rallis. After all, I’m only a hopeless little orphan,” I said, dramatically putting my hand on my forehead. Lila snorted from the kitchen, and I suppressed a smile.




    “You!” Mrs Cheery was literally shaking with anger. I think the ‘toffee’ dislodged to the left nostril.




    “I am sorry Mrs Rallis. I’m sorry I’m such a disappointment. I really will try harder,” I lied earnestly.




    “No, you always say that. Do you know why you enrage me so much?” she asked. I was caught off guard.




    “No?” I replied honestly.




    “Because you have such an intelligent mind and you’re wasting it,” she grumbled.




    “Thanks,” I muttered, wondering if she really just gave me a compliment. She sighed, apparently giving up.




    “I’ll see you at school tomorrow if you even bother to come. Thank you, Mrs Grey.” Mrs Rallis walked out of the house, and my eyes followed her retreating back.




    “You have to work harder at school, so you don’t look suspicious butterfly,” mom said using her nickname for me, and I raised an eyebrow.




    “Just because I fell asleep in class doesn’t mean I was tracking a gang of robbers,” I muttered.




    “You know people are looking for the assassins,” she said ruffling my brown, curly hair.




    I had always thought of Lila’s mother as my own even though we didn’t have the same skin colour and I wasn’t officially adopted.




    She had Lila’s rich, mahogany skin and the same wild hair that looked great. She was short and had prominent curves.




    I was tall, with brown, fuzzy hair, weird purple eyes, that creeped everyone out, and pale, freckled skin. My only curves included toned muscles from the physical work of being an assassin and my body being a map of faded scars, from ‘when I was homeless’. What people didn’t know were the hours mom would spend patching me up after I was chosen to be an assassin. One day, a man dressed in all black told me I was selected to join the assassins and that if I didn’t do as I was told, my family would pay the price. After that, every night I trained with boys one or two years older than me.




    My thoughts were filled with images of broken bones and blood from days of training.




    “What are you thinking?” Mom asked.




    “Nothing,” I lied.




    “You’re thinking of something ’cause you’re playing with your dagger,” she said putting a hand on her hip. I looked down at my guilty hands and saw that I was balancing the blade on my knuckles. I flipped the knife, making it spin a few times in the air and then caught it.




    “How long is dinner going to be?” I asked, ignoring mom’s statement.




    “Not long. A few minutes max,” Lila said from the kitchen.




    I stood and headed toward the door. I wanted to run. It always cleared my mind.




    “No! Dinner will ready in a few seconds!” Lila rushed out, realising her mistake, but it was too late. I pulled on my black cloak and lifted the heavy hood over my head, shielding my features.




    “I’m just going to do a routine check.” I sheathed the sword, that was hidden in the umbrella stand, so it sat comfortably by my side.




    “Five minutes,” mom ordered, “and no all-nighters!”




    “Alright,” I said over my shoulder. I didn’t want to leave, but something told me I should go. A terrible nagging sensation that was similar to having a thorn stuck in your foot.




    I smiled confidently at them, keeping up my lifelong act of enjoying what I am—a murderer—and then I dashed out the door.




    




    


  




  

    Chapter Three
Sobbing teenage girls


    (Rolling eyes)




    I hopped up onto the dumpster then pulled myself up onto a roof using a gutter. I looked down at the ground I had stood on a few seconds before and thought of the times that a simple obstacle had caused me to fall in the garbage or worse—onto the hard and unforgiving ground. I had once hung suspended in the air for two hours holding onto a gutter, refusing to fall again. Training had been merciless, and mom had told me that I had lost some human part of me to survive. I called it mind over matter.




    I ran swiftly over the rooftops of the Hogsfeet houses that were so close together, I was able to jump from roof to roof. I saw Reds walking down the street below, completely oblivious to me jumping over their heads. I suddenly halted at a smoky pub, and even though no one was able to afford clothes, the pub boomed. I pitied those who valued alcohol over their


    families.




    I shivered at a deep memory buried within me as I looked at the alley just behind the bar. No time to dwell on the past, I told myself and ran on, blending in with the night. I heard someone match my pace.




    “Good evening m’lady,” a silvery voice said.




    “Hello Alistair,” I rolled my eyes inwardly.




    Alistair flirted with everything. I wouldn’t be surprised if rocks were included. “Why hello there rock. You’re rocking that granite!”




    “What is a lovely lady like you doing on these rooftops?” he asked, blue eyes glinting.




    “Enjoying my run, on my own,” I said trying to speed up, but he didn’t take the hint.




    “I was looking in the dictionary at the word beautiful, and I saw your picture there,” he said casually.




    I shook my head, “Alistair how many times do I have to explain this to you, you’re like my brother. Nothing more.”




    “I know, but I’ve got to practice my pick-up lines on someone. It was a good one right?” he asked.




    “No,” Alex answered for me, joining my run. Alexander, or Alex, was a midget with more of a personality than a fourteen-foot man.




    “Hello Alex,” I greeted.




    “So, have you found a girlfriend yet with all your amazing pick-up lines?” Alex asked Alistair who rolled his eyes at the midget’s sarcasm.




    “I don’t need the criticism from a short, single arse,” Alistair respond arrogantly.




    “I’ll show you who’s short—” Alex growled whilst pushing up his sleeves.




    “Guys! Please! We are trained assassins, and you two are acting like a pair of four-year-olds,” I said whilst pinching the bridge of my nose.




    “Aww, come on. I was just playings,” Alex lied with a shrug, and I shook my head although a fond smile played on my lips.




    They had been chosen as children like me. We had endured training together, and we all shared a bond like none other, but that didn’t mean we didn’t enjoy occasionally pestering each


    other.




    We had stopped running and stood by the Wall. The Wall split the Reds from the Blues. Over the Wall, I could see twinkling lights and Atlantis’s Castle gleaming.




    Most of the houses had lavish parties going on inside. I didn’t have to see them to know that there were girls, with no pride, throwing themselves at satisfied boys. It was pathetic really.




    I saw adverts for the upcoming Trials to win the Crowned Prince of Atlantis’s heart. It made me sick to think of all those Blue girls with their make-up done and their dresses—that looked like a rainbow had vomited on them, might I add—on to flirt with the King’s son. I would rather kill myself then ever do something like that! A scream broke through the chilly autumn night.




    Within seconds I was over the Wall, running towards the sound. Alex and Alistair’s humour had disappeared as we jumped from house to house. All my thoughts evacuated my head as my eyes darted from street to street and my ears tuned into all the sounds of the night. Our feet made no noise and we moved with speed.




    I saw it before Alex and Alistair.




    A woman stood over a young man and she was crying. He looked about eighteen with crimson blood staining his blue top. He was obviously dead even if it wasn’t for the arrow that protruded from his chest. Blood pooled around him, and his eyes were open wide like the fish in the market.




    He must’ve been good-looking with the typical Blue appearance—blond hair and blue eyes. Those eyes were lifeless now.




    The woman who sobbed must’ve been his girlfriend. She had blonde and straight hair, which I grew envious over, and blue eyes.




    Time to integrate, I thought as I approached her.




    “Ma’am,” I said with a gentle voice. She looked up and took me in and then she did something unexpected.




    “Please don’t kill me!” she wailed, and I looked at Alistair and Alex who both shrugged.




    “I am not going to kill you. I want to help you,” I said gently like I was approaching a rabbit. She made a choking noise and then threw her arm around me sobbing.




    “I-uh-ma’am I need you to let go of me,” I said awkwardly patting her arm, “I need to examine the body before any evidence is destroyed.”




    “Yes, of course,” she choked out and let go of me. Instinctively, I went straight to the body.




    The arrow hit his heart so he would’ve died instantly. It was a clean shot that seemed to have been shot from above—typical for an archer.




    Whenever I examined bodies, I had to change my mindset. It’s not a person, it’s a body. I did the same thing when I had to kill someone. It’s not a person, it’s a robber, murderer, etc.




    “Thank you,” I heard Alex say and he came to me.




    “The archer was on a roof and the arrow went straight into his heart. The murderer was skilled,” I reported. I never showed emotions when working.




    “His name was Matthew. The girl was his lover. Apparently, the murderer wore black and had a limp.” Alex used the same voice I did. Emotionless. We all did.




    “Black?” I asked. The black I wore felt like it was burning my skin. The murderer wore the colour of the assassins.




    “Black,” Alex confirmed. I heard the bells chime signifying twelve o’clock and I winced. How does time go so quickly?




    “I have to go,” I said to him.




    “I’ll report,” Alex nodded gravely, his green eyes holding real concern, “Be careful.”




    “Always am,” I grinned and ran home.




    




    




    


  




  

    Chapter Four
 My worst nightmare—dresses




    “Stella Grey!” Mrs Cheery’s toffee-stuck-up-the-nose voice penetrated through my thoughts. I hadn’t been able to get what Alex had said out of my thoughts. It was somewhat bothersome having Alex’s voice playing over and over and over and over again in my mind.




    “Yes, Mrs Rallis?” I said focusing back on the stuffy classroom. Dust and cobwebs covered most of it making it look like a tomb, although I’d be much happier in a tomb than in this dreaded classroom. I heard someone snigger at me and saw Lila glare at whoever it was out of the corner of my eye.




    “I asked you to tell us the history of the separation of the Blues and Reds,” Mrs Cheery said slowly like she was explaining something to a two-year-old. I sighed at the thought of the boring old war.




    “Once upon a time, there were two brothers. One named Emrys and the other named Labi. One day their father, King something—” I was interrupted by the overweight boy in the corner.




    “King Elliot,” he said in an identical voice to Mrs Cheery’s.




    “Thank you Alan,” Mrs Cheery praised. Alan’s face turned smug, and I glared at him.




    “King something became sick, and he gave half Oditium to Emrys and half to Labi, then died shortly afterwards. Emrys happily ruled his side of the kingdom, but Labi hated sharing so he built a wall which cut off Emrys’s kingdom. Wanting to have a better kingdom to make his brother jealous, Emrys found a god who blessed his kingdom with riches and powers. To cut a long, boring story short. Emrys’s kingdom is now known as Atlantis where the Blues live and blah, blah, blah,” I said turned my attention back out the only window in the whole room.




    “‘Blah, blah, blah’? There is no evidence of ‘blah, blah, blah’ recorded in history. You are historically inaccurate,” Alan chirped.




    “Yeah? Well, shove it up your arse,” I muttered watching a crow perch in a tree through the window. It seemed to watch me and I grew uncomfortable, but before I could dwell on it any longer. I heard three sharp bird cries and my body ached to respond to the call for the assassins. I became tense and fidgety in my seat. Not being able to take it anymore, my hand shot into the air. “I really need to use the bathroom.”




    Mrs Rallis looked at me on the edge of my seat. “No.”




    I was shocked at her bluntness. She really must’ve hated me.




    “Um, Mrs Rallis, Stella has lady issues,” Lila said, and I felt my cheeks burn. The class burst out laughing, and I felt like hiding under my table.




    “Oh, then you may go.” Mrs Rallis smiled, clearly enjoying my suffering. I stood with such force that my chair fell back, but I was already out the door with my bag slung over my shoulder.




    They really must’ve thought I was desperate to go to the toilet. I ran into the bathroom and pulled on my cape. I always carried my black cloak and a dagger in my rucksack just in case something like this happened.




    I couldn’t walk out the bathroom looking like an assassin, so I slipped out the window. Luckily no one was on the street as I hid my bag in some bushes and then I ran.




    ***




    “Late much?” Jarrad, a dark-skinned boy with light eyes, sniggered.




    “Seriously? One minute late?” I glared at his amused face then paused, “I am just a minute late?”




    “Oh Stel, I’m just teasing you!” he laughed, using my nick­-


    name.




    I crossed my arms. “Hmph!”




    “Did someone wake up on the wrong side of the cucumber?” Sabin teased, his blue hair glinting. He was often creating new sayings.




    “Cucumber? I think all that dye is going to your head!” Jarrad snorted.




    “What? Have you ever had an off cucumber and felt it squelch in your hand like an egg cracked open? Can you deny the awfulness?” Sabin asked and judging by Jarrad’s face, he had experienced this before.




    Jarrad’s sense of touch was hypersensitive, so anything you described to him, you had to include the sensation it had when touched. It was Jarrad’s power along with seeing a glimpse of an object’s past when he touched it.




    Suddenly Sabin disappeared and reappeared behind Caden. “Boo!”




    Caden nearly jumped through the roof. “For the gods’ sakes Sabin! Now you’re going to wish you had Aidan’s power.”




    Sabin was able to teleport short distances, but as soon as he tried long distances he would get a nosebleed and a headache. I had once witnessed this at training when he was late and teleported from Atlantis to the sewers under Hogsfeet. It had been quite a sight and Stefan, who had a phobia of blood had vomited. That’s why all Stefan’s victims were particularly


    clean kills.




    “Do you know why we were called to meet?” I asked Jarrad who was humming to himself enthusiastically. He was enthusiastic about everything he did.




    “No idea but old Scar is apparently late,” he grinned.




    Scar was a nickname for Asher—the man who chose us, trained us, and sent us on lethal missions. He has a massive scar running over his eye, which had turned milky, across to the opposite side of his chin. All he had said about it was that it happened because of a fight with the Great Enemy. I had no idea who this Great Enemy was, but Scar had undoubtedly taught us all to fear him. I didn’t need to be told twice seeing what he had done to Scar’s left leg.




    Scar was pretty scary himself—being two metres tall with shoulders stretching to a width of about ninety centimetres. He had not one inch of fat and was pure muscle.




    I relaxed hearing he was not around. He intimidated me. Hell, he would scare anyone in their right mind.




    I saw Alex and Alistair across the room and went over to them. “Do we know any more about the murder?”




    “The arrow was made well, with a silver tip. Only a Blue could afford it,” Alex said grimly.




    “But why would a Blue kill a fellow Blue?” I asked more confused about the whole situation.




    “Why would someone with a limp, wearing black kill someone?” Alistair asked gravely.




    I knew we were all thinking the same thing, but before any one of us could say anything Scar walked in.




    “Silence,” he ordered, and we immediately listened.




    We had all learnt the hard way what it meant to disobey him. I had scars to prove it.




    He had jet black hair and hard onyx eyes that I had learnt to respect or, more accurately, fear. He limped towards an old chair that had remained in the abandoned crumbling building. About ten years ago there had been a fire, and no one repaired it—probably due to the lack of money. The smell of smoke still lingered.




    “Matthew, King Theo’s guard, was murdered at approximately twenty-four hundred hours last night,” he said once seated. King Theo was Atlantis’s King who was famous for ruling the Queen-less kingdom.




    “People kill other people often due to greed or envy. What does it have to do with us?” Cameron, a boy with sandy blond hair asked. He never knew when to keep quiet—along with his best friend, Daniel. They had bonded from the start, both having the same power—audio-photogenic memory. They both enjoyed creeping us out by repeating what we had said ten years earlier.




    “It is of great importance to us as the killer tried to use my identity,” Scar said. Uneasy conversations broke out.




    “Silence!” Scar barked, and we all shut up. “I believe the killer is trying to use my identity to smoke us out of the dark and to prove he knows personal information. There is also the question of why he made the King’s guard his victim.”




    My mind raced, forgetting any suspicions I had about Scar. My thoughts were on a single track—The murderer killed the King’s personal guard to get to the King.




    “Why was the King’s guard not with the King?” Noah asked. Noah had a curious mind and the ability to build anything. He was a seventeen-year-old boy with auburn hair who questioned all that he could.




    “He was seeing his girl,” Alistair said like it was obvious. “Wasn’t he Alex?”




    It looked like Alex’s red hair turned to fire as he glared at Alistair.




    “You were there? Why didn’t you mention anything earlier?” Jacob asked angrily. Jacob had bright blue eyes and the power to detect a lie.




    “Because they both had the wisdom to tell me first, Jacob,” Scar said and Jacob didn’t utter another word. It was never good to be singled out. It meant you drew unwanted attention.




    “Does anyone have anything else to say?” Scar asked but nobody came forward. “Good. Now, I would assume you all worked out that the murderer is also trying to threaten the King of Atlantis. I would like to think he has spies in the Castle if he followed Matthew’s movements. So, naturally, you are all going to be sent to the Castle try to find the spies or if you are lucky enough, the murderer. The murderer may be one of the Great Enemy’s men, but none of you are to actively pursue them—only listen and gain information without prying for it.”




    I shifted uneasily on my feet.




    “How are we all going to get into the Castle?” Nick asked. Nick could sense any kind of danger. He was tall with the typical Blue look—blond hair and blue eyes.




    “You are all going to be slaves,” Scar said and then his eyes zeroed in on me, “and you, my dear, will be a Lady of the Trials.”




    “Why can’t I also be a slave?” I asked before I could bite my tongue.




    “The Trials are a good opportunity to get more spies in and since you are the only girl here, it is only appropriate for you to be among the Ladies of the Trials,” he said, his one good eye daring me to oppose him. I dug my nails into my leg to avoid responding. He turned to face everyone and I relaxed. “You will all stay for two weeks and avoid all communication. I will arrange everything.”




    With that, he stood up and left. I heard some people sigh.




    “I can’t believe Stels is going to wear a dress,” Aidan said while slapping me on the back, his long blond hair falling into his eyes. Aidan was able to heal himself from injury within seconds.




    “Don’t,” I warned, tempted to see how long it would take him to heal from a broken nose.




    “She can’t be a lady!” Michael laughed, his blue eyes amused.




    “I tend to agree,” Jace said. He was able to communicate with animals.




    “Hey, stop picking on Stels. I’m sure she can be perfectly lady-like,” said James, the oldest of us, putting his hands on Michael and Jace’s shoulders.




    I couldn’t help but laugh. “Eleven years I’ve known you James, and yet you don’t seem to know me one bit.”




    “I have hope,” he grinned.




    “At least you’re a fast learner,” David said reassuring me. He always tried to help and could heal others to an extent.




    “We’ll help you,” Max said and he scooped me into a massive hug. He was nearly as big as Scar but a complete teddy bear. He had the ability to change people’s minds.




    “Max, release,” I told him trying to suppress my laughter as he put me down.




    “We will all be there,” Daniel said and Cameron nodded. “We’ll find ways to communicate.”




    “Well, at least you’re not a slave for two weeks,” Leo moaned.




    Leo was one of the triplets who could communicate with each other telepathically. His brothers, Tristan and Chase always argued without a word and Leo would often shout, “Shut up!” when no one was speaking. It was quite amusing.




    “I need to head off. I’ll see you guys around. Be safe,” Morgan, a boy able to run faster than the speed of light, said with a wave.




    “Yeah, I need to leave as well,” I said looking at the sun sinking in the sky. I wanted to be home for dinner to make up for the night before. “Be safe.”




    I jumped out of the window.


  




  

    Chapter Five
 Talking cutlery, roses,


    peasant girls and beasts




    I felt rain fall into my eyes as the building I leaned against offered no protection. My vision was blurred, but I could still see the warm lights of houses through the downpour. I imagined families sitting by the fireplace telling each other stories as I shivered from the ice-cold water. I only wore a dirty white shirt and muddy pants.




    I saw lightening arch across the sky and got a fright as thunder boomed overhead. The rain fell impossibly harder, and I shivered uncontrollably.




    I saw a mother and daughter run across the street with a bright red umbrella. I envied them being together. Where was my mother holding a red umbrella running through the rain with me? The two ran across the street towards me.




    “Mommy look.” The little girl tugged on her mother’s coat and pointed towards me. The little girl’s mother pulled her child’s hand back. I knew how this worked. I’d get pointed at, and then mothers would pull their children closer to them, protecting their little ones from me, and walk away quickly.




    I felt tears at the back of my throat but swallowed them down. I had told myself I would never cry again no matter how hopeless I felt. That, and to never forget my name—Stella.




    I looked away from the two under the umbrella not wanting to see another person walk away from me. Maybe I could just pretend I never saw them.




    “Hello dear,” a kind voice said, and I looked up to see the woman with her daughter hiding behind her mother.




    I looked behind me but only found a wall. “Are-are you speaking to me?”




    “Yes, butterfly. Where are your parents sweetheart?” She smiled kindly.




    “Dead,” I said bitterly. I actually didn’t know, but it was easier to believe they were dead than that they had abandoned me. The woman’s face turned sad.




    “Do you have a place to stay?” she asked me and I shook my head.




    “Do you want to come with me?” she asked and I let hope seep in. Could I be one of those children sitting by the fireplace telling each other stories?




    “Yes!”




    ***




    I woke up in my bed made of straw and stared at the thatched roof. A spider crawled along its web, eager to eat the fly it had just caught.




    I had dreamt of when Lila’s mother took me in as her own, again. It was the tenth time that it had replayed in my dreams. It always left me wondering who I would be if the woman and child with the red umbrella hadn’t crossed my path. Would I be bitter and hateful? Would someone else, who was cruel, have taken me in?




    I rolled out of bed with these thoughts spinning in my mind.




    It was Saturday. I got dressed in a red coat and pants. Reds weren’t allowed to wear blue, and Blues weren’t allowed to wear red. It was considered impure.




    It was still quite early, so I decided to make breakfast with thoughts of appreciation in my mind from my dream. We still had a quarter of the bread I had stolen three days ago and some berries which grew on the tree in our garden—if three square metres of grass that are not fenced off can be called a garden.




    I warmed the bread with the dying coals in our furnace and put it on a board with berries around it. I decided I wouldn’t eat any as there was so little left. I tried to convince myself I was not hungry but my stomach growled loudly, proving otherwise. The berries were also limited as winter was around the corner. It seemed that I’d have to pay the dear old baker a visit.




    ***




    Most carts were closed still but I knew when the sun was at its peak, the market would be packed. Although the cart owners didn’t love me, I still loved the market. There was going to be a festival in a week, which was my absolute favourite. People danced under the moon as they celebrated the end of summer. The best part was that all the food was free.




    I saw a crow settle on top of one of the carts. It watched me like a vulture watches a kill being made. The bird for some reason really unnerved me. I picked up a stone and flung it at the bird, which squawked loudly and then flew off.




    The further I walked, the further I went out of Hogsfeet and into Logan—the area of Avalon with more wealth. The carts became little shops, and I found my feet leading me towards my favourite shop—the bookshop.




    I knew I should go to the bakery early so it was easier to take bread unnoticed but I couldn’t help that little thrilling feeling I got when I visited the bookshop. That smell of paper and ink that held different worlds… The scent allowed me to escape my own horrid world. Much to my delight, I saw the sign said ‘open’ and I rushed into the shop. A bell tingled pleasantly overhead, and the smell of books instantly eased my mind.




    “Hello there Stella,” the old shop owner greeted me. We knew each other well, forming a bond since the first time I visited at the age of five.




    “Hello Caleb, how are you keeping?” I asked him. He had grey hair and a gold wedding ring on his finger even though his wife had died more than ten years ago.




    “Not six feet under yet!” He laughed, wise grey eyes crinkling.




    “I would hope not,” I grinned. The bookstore was tiny and only had about one hundred books that Caleb and his wife had collected over the years.




    Caleb was not from Avalon but from Atlantis. Atlantis had banished him and taken his powers when they found out he loved a Red girl. He had married that Red girl and started this bookshop.




    I had always found his story admirable—Caleb and his wife shared a selfless, pure love. A love that you didn’t give up on even if it meant losing your powers and home.




    I went to the bookshelf and let my hand glide along the cracked spines. I passed many titles that told stories of great kingdoms, fearsome sorcerers and beautiful maidens waiting for their prince to save them.




    I had read every one of the books there but I could never afford to buy one, and I couldn’t bring myself to steal from Caleb.




    My fingers stopped on my favourite book. The title had long worn off, but I knew the book hid a fantastic tale of a peasant girl and a beast falling in love.




    I pulled it out and sat on the only armchair in the shop. It squeaked familiarly as I sat on the old leather. I had spent days curled up in the armchair reading. I loved escaping my life and going into another fantasy world.




    “That’s the fourteenth time you’ve read that book,” Caleb observed.




    “But it’s fantastic, with talking cutlery and roses and—” I stopped myself from gushing. I didn’t get enthusiastic over much but when it came to books, I became like Jarred.




    Caleb laughed at me fondly. “It was Rose’s favourite book as well.” He played with his wedding ring, and I realised Rose was his late wife. He very seldom mentioned his wife.




    “I think she’d want you to have it,” he said, looking up and smiling.




    “You’d give me the book?” I asked shocked. He nodded.




    “Thank you so much. You have no idea how much this means to me,” I was so grateful. I couldn’t understand why he’d give me his wife’s favourite book, but I was not going to ask in case he changed his mind. I know, I know. Very selfish of me.




    “You’re welcome. Now don’t get yourself into too much trouble,” he grinned. I walked towards the door.




    “And don’t die too soon,” I grinned back and he laughed.




    “I’ll take note of that,” he replied. As I walked out, I saw a tiny black-caped figure perched on a roof.




    “Are you following me, Alex?” I asked with a raised eyebrow.




    “Just checking up on you,” he grinned, flipping his hood off and jumping off the roof.




    “Why are you ‘checking up on me’?” I asked while walking towards the bakery.




    “Truthfully, I wanted to see what you Reds do. I’ve always been curious, but I see that buying old books is a daily routine.” He gestured to the book in my hand.




    “Ah! This is very rare for me to do. You want to see what I really do? Just watch,” I said and gave him the book to hold. I could smell the fresh bread as I slipped into the bakery silently.




    “Stella, buying bread is not fascinating,” Alex said unimpressed. I put a finger to my lips and much to my delight and luck the baker was not in the kitchen. I silently took four loaves, again, intending to give two to the homeless children I had bumped into.




    “What are you doing?” Alex asked sharply.




    “I can’t afford food, nor can my family so don’t judge,” I whispered and slipped out of the shop.




    “Did you pay for those this time?” a gruff voice asked. Not again, I thought. Looks like Alex was going to get the full show.




    “Hey, guys! How are you doing?” I asked, quickly backtracking. Luckily, Alex had the sense to disappear back into the shadows but I knew he was watching.




    “Not this time girl. You won’t get away,” the guard said with three others behinds him. I could easily take them on, but with my fighting skill, they would know I was an assassin. So I ran.




    “Come back here scoundrel!” one of them shouted.




    I heard footsteps next to me, and a shadow seemed to follow me. Alex was making sure nothing happened to me. I ran passed a fabric cart and snatched a roll of flowery cotton. I threw it and let it unravel as it left my hand.




    One guard got tangled in it, but the other three were still following me. I ducked down an alley and twisted and turned through Hogsfeet. I looked over my shoulder to see that I had lost one more guard. Suddenly a blanket dropped from the sky and landed on the second guard. Thanks, Alex. I saw a dead end ahead of me and sprinted towards it.




    “You’re trapped!” the guard shouted out of breath. That’s what he thought. I used the wall to spring off and jumped over the guard and caught onto a washing line, all without dropping a loaf. Pretty impressive, if I do say so myself.




    Just then a large coconut hit the guard square on the head, and he dropped like a stone. I looked up from where it came from and saw Sabin with his blue hair on the rooftop.




    “Looked like you needed a hand,” he said, and I dropped from the washing line.




    “I was perfectly fine,” I said, and Alex appeared next to him.




    “Quite a daredevil,” Sabin said approvingly.




    “Why are you here?” I didn’t believe in coincidences, so I immediately grew suspicious.




    “Just following orders,” he said cryptically. I raised an eyebrow in question.




    “Last night the boss sent us letters to follow you and to protect you,” Alex answered.




    “I don’t need protection,” I said, hating the fact Scar thought I needed to be protected. I was not a weak helpless orphan anymore.




    “Like I said, just following orders,” Sabin shrugged.




    “So what? You two are just going to follow me until I’m in my grave?” I narrowed my eyes.




    “No, everyone is taking shifts watching over you until you’re in the Trials,” Alex explained.




    “I have a new plan for you guys: sod off,” I said and turned down the alley heading towards where the two homeless children had been.




    “Not that easy to get rid of us sis,” Sabin said, dropping down from the roof.




    “Nope. No ways are you going to follow me,” I said, determined to prove that I could look after myself. I couldn’t recall the last time someone had to look after me, and I didn’t want to give myself that pleasure in remembering.




    “Oh come on Stellie. Don’t be like that,” Alex pouted. I hated the nickname Stellie.




    “You’re both like fleas,” I complained.




    “Love you too!” Sabin laughed.




    I grumbled something unintelligent but let them stay with me. Truthfully, it was nice to have the company. I didn’t have any friends besides the boys, and it sometimes got lonely. They followed me through Hogsfeet’s alleys, and I wondered what was going through their heads as they took in the poverty-stricken town.
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