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      I bounced my knees up and down and let my head fall back against the hard plastic chair. I looked up and noticed the chandelier was dusty, with more than a few broken lightbulbs and spider webs. There was also dust galore piled in the corners of every hallway. Didn’t anyone clean this place? Talys placed a hand on my wrist, causing my legs to stop bouncing.

      “It’ll be okay. It’s just a routine brief. We have one before every assignment and every time we leave Paradise.”

      I pushed out a breath in nervousness. I wasn’t nervous about getting a brief. I was nervous about what I had to do once we left the relative safety and confines of the school. It was about the secret I had to keep from Talys. The lie I had to tell everyone, including Belconnen.

      The double doors to Belconnen’s office opened, and she stood at the entry.

      “Red, can I see you first, please? Then, Blue, I’ll call you in when we’re ready.”

      “Oh, okay,” said Talys. He slumped back in the chair after having gotten up and ready to go in. He seemed disappointed. I gave him an apologetic smile and entered the office. Belconnen closed the door behind us.

      “I got your message,” she said, walking around her ornate wooden antique desk. I sat opposite her.

      This morning, I sent her a private message through my tablet, asking to see her privately and saying that I had something I wished to discuss with her without Talys.

      I sighed. “I’ve got a little problem I’d like to handle.”

      Belconnen began typing at her keyboard but paused when she heard my words.

      “I see,” she said hesitantly. “What sort of problem?”

      “I was wondering…” I began to shake nervously, and the urge to pee came on strongly. I crossed my legs. It always happened when I was nervous. I swallowed my spit into my dry throat.

      “Yes? Do you need my help with this problem?”

      “Well… kind of. You see… um… Blue and I… we’re in love, and a few people are standing in our way of being together.”

      “Hmm. So, you need these people eliminated?” She began typing once more, probably taking notes.

      “Oh, no. Just one. Blue’s father. And since his parents want to meet us for lunch, I thought it would be the perfect time to strike.”

      Belconnen didn’t move or speak for about a minute, and I thought she might be unwell. Until she slid her keyboard to the side, looked at me, and crossed her arms before her.

      “We don’t normally approve requests like this from students. This is a scarce and peculiar circumstance. But we protect our students here.”

      My heart pounded so hard I thought it would break free from my ribcage. I nervously waited for her to continue.

      “So, I’m going to approve the request.”

      I let out a shaky breath.

      “Really?” I asked happily.

      “Yes. But don’t make it a habit of asking if you can off anyone else, alright? Just because we teach you how to kill here doesn’t mean we just go around killing people left and right. We have rules to follow.”

      I nodded and stood.

      “Make me proud, Red. You can let your boyfriend in now.”
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      TALYS

      I never thought I’d see the day when I would be walking back into hell.

      Also known as the place where I grew up.

      But I was summoned.

      I never thought I’d drag my girlfriend into the lion’s den.

      But I guess I can’t protect her forever.

      Her hands smoothed down the lapels of my suit jacket while I loosed a breath from my lips, slowly, slowly, hoping the stress and anxiety would escape with it.

      But I don’t know if it ever would.

      Not when Amber and I would always be looking over our shoulders.

      Not when we were about to have lunch with the king and queen of the underworld.

      My parents.

      “Breathe. I’m right here. I always will be,” she told me.

      I looked down into her perfect face, the spattering of freckles lining her nose, the tinge of red in her hair, where if she titled her head just right in the sunlight, would glimmer bright as rubies.

      That was why her name was Red.

      That’s why I suggested it to Belconnen.

      I pursed my lips and checked my reflection in the mirror behind her.

      “I know. That’s what I’m afraid of,” I muttered. But she was right before me, standing a hair’s breadth away. Of course, she heard it.

      Amber heard everything. She saw everything when it came to me. She was always watching me. Studying me. She was mesmerised by me, and I with her.

      Two perfect puzzle pieces joined together. Two planets connected by the gravitational pull. The invisible golden thread of fate connected us.

      I would never let anyone or anything break us apart or that connection.

      Not as long as I lived. I vowed this to myself.

      “Come on, Tal. It’s surely not that bad, is it? Are you that scared of going back?”

      I hesitated and turned for her to grab my tie. Not my school tie. A grey and white spotted one.

      We weren’t ever allowed to reveal where we attended school.

      That was the number one rule of Paradise Academy.

      All our families knew was they were paying fees for an elite international boarding school in Germany. Paradise had set up the cover story for the school, a fake business and bank account where the funds would go, along with a portfolio of fake photos of a fake school that didn’t exist.

      Greymor College.

      “You don’t know my parents. My father is like a human lie detector. I don’t know how I can keep up the ruse of Greymor much longer. And the fake report cards.”

      She laughed.

      “Oh, yeah. I know. I feel you on that one. My parents were sent the latest quarter’s report card. Apparently, I’m a straight-A student in all my classes.” She snorted. “No way my mom is going to believe that! I was a C at best at my last school.”

      I met her gaze and smiled.

      We broke into laughter. She ran into my arms. I wrapped my arms around her and kissed the top of her head.

      “Maybe I’m overthinking this. I’m just so scared I’m going to lose all of this. And you.”

      She looked up at me and placed her hands on my face.

      “Hey, you won’t. We’ve got this. Let’s finish this because I must return here this afternoon to prepare for my assignment. I’ve got royal etiquette lessons.” She laughed, rolled her eyes, and made a rude noise.

      I laughed, kissed her, and took her hand as we left the safety of my dorm room at Paradise Academy, ready as I could be to walk into battle.
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      AMBER

      The DeAngelis house… more like an estate, was built into the mountainside in the Swiss Alps. Talys and I sat inside the black limousine outside the vast wrought iron front gates, and I peered up at the mountains and house. I didn’t realise my jaw had dropped open until Talys made a smart remark.

      “My parents always said you’d catch more flies with honey,” he chuckled.

      I turned to him and smirked.

      “I know. My parents said that, too.”

      The gates opened outward, and our limo driver, one of Talys’ parents’ employees, moved the car to ascend to the house. It was lightly snowing as we climbed the winding drive.

      “It’s the first time I’ve seen the outside world since…” I quickly shut my mouth because I realised I was about to break one of the rules of Paradise Academy: revealing its existence to anyone outside its walls.

      And it was also the first time I knew where we were in the world.

      I was brought to Paradise blindfolded, unconscious, and drugged. All I knew was that the secretive academy for trained killers must not have been inside the United States because of how I woke up with a mean case of jet lag.

      Talys took my hand and linked his fingers with mine, squeezing. I squeezed back and smiled at him as we reached the front doors.

      “I know. I’ve wanted to tell you everything. But you know how it is.” Then he gave me a sympathetic shrug and kissed my knuckles.

      I sighed.

      “I know.”

      “We’ve arrived. Welcome to the Outcrop, the Swiss branch of DeAngelis Incorporated, Miss Delacort. Mr DeAngelis, your parents are awaiting you both inside.”

      “Thank you, Jeffery.” Talys reached forward and patted the middle-aged man on the shoulder before Jeffery got out of the car and opened the door closest to the house’s front door for us.

      I felt my mouth drop open again as I took in the majestic mansion, and I quickly shut it and grit my teeth together. Talys reached for my hand again as the ornate wooden double doors opened, and another few staff members greeted us.

      “Indi! I feel like I haven’t seen you since you were, what, eight years old?” said an older, plump woman with grey hair wearing a uniform of a blue pinafore and an apron. She had an Eastern European accent. Russian, perhaps?

      “Angelika! It’s good to see you again. It has indeed been a long time since I’ve been back here. You’re right, almost ten years. I’ve missed your cooking.”

      They hugged, and she maternally stroked his cheek like a grandmother or caretaker.

      I smiled at her. She turned to me and took my hands.

      “This must be your beautiful girlfriend I’ve heard so much about.”

      “Yes, Angelika. I’d like you to meet Amber. Amber, this is Angelika. When my cousin and I were little, she was our nanny, but now, no children are in the house. She’s the head housekeeper.”

      I knew it. I smiled at her kind, grandmotherly face, and then unexpectedly, she pulled me in for a hug so tight I could barely breathe.

      “It’s nice… to meet… you,” I gasped.

      When Angelika let me go, she still held me by my shoulders and looked into my eyes. I froze as if her gaze had pierced through and saw my soul. Then she leaned forward and whispered three words in my ear that made me shudder.
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