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      For mum and dad. Thank you for giving me an imagination filled with a thousand worlds and a million stories.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FIND OUT MORE ABOUT EDEN EAST

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Want an exclusive and totally free Keepers short story?

      

      

      
        
        Dive into the world of Trutinor and get your hands on a Keepers bonus short story, only available to download here:

      

      

      
        
        sachablack.co.uk/keepersbonus

      

      

      
        
        Do you love juicy character gossip…?

      

        

      
        In this short story, you’ll find out:

      

      

      
        	What happens directly after the end of Keepers

        	Insider secrets from the biggest Keepers party of the summer

        	Who forgives who after the events of this book

        	Who gets a happily ever after

      

      
        
        Get it now.

      

      

      
        
        sachablack.co.uk/keepersbonus

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Map of Trutinor]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            GLOSSARY

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Balance - The fundamental rightness of fate; the result of a met destiny; the correctness that comes from following the right path. Peace, unity, clarity and light must be strived for in order to achieve Balance.

      

      

      
        
        Balancer – The Keeper or Fallon Bound to another; the one true soulmate.

      

      

      
        
        Balance Scriptures - The Balance Scriptures are a powerful fate reading device capable of being read only by the First Fallon.

      

      

      
        
        Barrier – The fabric of the universe that separates each world and realm.

      

      

      
        
        Binding - The moment two perfectly Balanced souls are joined for eternity.

      

      

      
        
        Binding Scar – The physical mark of a Binding. Usually in the form of string-like scars in the state colour of both Balancers in the Binding. The scar resides on the right forearm stretching from wrist to elbow.

      

      

      
        
        Bound – When a Keeper or Fallon has been through their Binding Ceremony and has a Balancer.

      

      

      
        
        CogTracker – A handheld cog-like computer device that has multiple functions: a communications mechanism for CogMail and CogCalls and it’s also a Balance scanner.

      

      

      
        
        Double Binding - Double Binding – Myth, a Binding that occurs between three Keepers.

      

      

      
        
        Dryad - A form of Keeper closely related to the trees in the Ancient Forest. They have particular abilities to heal others, to aid in the keeping of fate.

      

      

      
        
        Dust – A magical particle used in funerals that can Bind to the essence of a Fallon and subsequently forms a protective barrier over their city for a short period of time.

      

      

      
        
        Dusting - The funeral ceremony of a Fallon.

      

      

      
        
        Dustoria - The momentary euphoria a Keeper feels when a particle of Dust makes contact with their skin.

      

      

      
        
        Elemental – A form of Keeper with particular abilities to control one element – their essence trace, to aid in the keeping of fate.

      

      

      
        
        Essence – The core of a person; the sum of the soul. The essence is the manifestation of the heart and spirit of who and what a person is.

      

      

      
        
        Essence heads – Physical and immortal representations of a pair of Keepers or Fallons that manifest during a Binding. The essence heads are the record of a Binding’s life and a physical representation of the Binding and the unbreakable bond it forms.

      

      

      
        
        Fallon – A royal Keeper who is able to control all of the powers of their state.

      

      

      
        
        First and Last Fallon - During the creation of Trutinor, the First and Last Fallons were born. Sisters of Balance, they were created to bring peace to the worlds they preside over.

      

      

      
        
        Imbalance - A fundamental wrongness that must be eradicated. A darkness that infects the soul, leaving damage, destruction and chaos in its wake. It must always be eradicated.

      

      

      
        
        Inheritance - A mythical occurrence when two Fallons (parents) die simultaneously; part of their essence is transferred to their eldest heir. There are no official recorded instances of this happening.

      

      

      
        
        Jugo - Unlike a Binding, which seals souls and magic, a Jugo connects two lives. If one lives, so does the other. If one perishes, they both do.

      

      

      
        
        Keeper – A being from Trutinor, whose purpose in life is to keep the Balance of fate.

      

      

      
        
        Obex – The world between all worlds. Nestled inside the fabric of the universe where time no longer exists.

      

      

      
        
        Potential - the most likely candidate fated to be Bound to a Keeper or Fallon, as decreed by the First Fallon.

      

      

      
        
        Shifter – A form of Keeper with particular abilities to shift into one animal – their essence trace, to aid in the keeping of fate.

      

      

      
        
        Simulator – An augmented reality machine used to recreate Earth-like situations in order to examine Keeper students.

      

      

      
        
        Siren – A form of Keeper with particular abilities to control one emotion – their essence trace, to aid in the keeping of fate.

      

      

      
        
        Sorcerer - A form of Keeper with particular abilities to control one form of sorcery magic – their essence trace, to aid in the keeping of fate.

      

      

      
        
        Steampunk Transporter - A Steampunk Transporter has the duty to protect, serve and ensure the safe passage of their state’s Fallons, using whatever magical means necessary.

      

      

      
        
        The Six – Trutinor’s six highest ranking generals.

      

      

      
        
        Trace – The physical mark of magic left on a body.

      

      

      
        
        Unbound Baby - The birth of a highly Imbalanced baby caused by the lack of Bound parents.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        There is only light and dark. Balance and Imbalance. Right and wrong. There are only two sides to every war - Balance Proverb

        

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      When I kill someone, I expect them to stay dead. It’s only polite, after all. But Victor didn’t stay dead even after I stabbed a poisoned knife through his heart. When he gatecrashed my Coronation Ceremony two months ago, Victor was very much alive. No one’s seen him since, but I know he’s out there…watching and waiting.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Steam rolls through the station, giant billowing clouds broken only by the occasional nervous Keeper wandering through the steam looking for luggage and friendly faces. My stomach twinges as I step off Trey’s train and onto Stratera’s platform.

      Trey steps down behind me and passes me my suitcase.

      “Are you ready?” he says, bending to kiss me.

      I close my eyes, leaning into him, inhaling the scent of his warm skin barely covered by his string vest. I look up and say, “Ish. Mostly I’m swinging between feeling sick with nerves and feeling sick with excitement.”

      He laughs as he touches his forehead to mine, “I can’t believe I’m finally here, and with you.”

      He picks me up, swings me around, and then pops me back on the floor, a grin spreading across his face lighting up his shimmering blue eyes.

      “Neither can I.” I wrap my arms around his neck and slide my lips over his. When I disentangle myself, I spot a hand waving at me behind him: Bo. She and Kato traveled on the public train as they met Bo’s parents early this morning for breakfast.

      Trey looks over his shoulder. “Go,” he says. “I’ll take our bags and meet all of you outside the station.”

      “Okay.”

      He kisses me on the forehead before walking away. Staring after him as his figure disappears into the shroud of smoke, my chest tightens. I still struggle to accept that he’s mine. I spent my whole life thinking I was fated to Victor, and now I’m with Trey it all feels too good, too dreamy. Part of me is terrified it’s all a giant mistake. That I’ll wake up any second and the First Fallon or Victor will have taken everything away from me.

      “What’s that face for?” Bo says as she reaches me.

      “Nothing,” I say, pasting on a smile. “I’m fine.”

      She shrugs and then wriggles her hips at me, “Do I look okay?”

      It takes everything for me not to roll my eyes. Of course she looks okay. Bo is the most flawless person I know. Her skin is always smooth and creamy-white like a perfect doll. She’s wearing fitted beige shorts to the knee, a corseted type top, which is now maroon instead of her usual black, something I suspect is to represent Kato – her Siren Balancer, as well as her usual fur cloak – an essential for any Northern Shifter. Where her right calf used to be is a prosthetic leg Titus and Lance made her. The cogs and brass tubing are shinier than normal; she must have polished it especially for today. Staring at her leg reminds me of Evelyn, and my chest tightens another notch. Evelyn is Trey’s old Balancer – she tore Bo’s leg off during the battle with Victor.

      “You look stunning. Been shopping, have we?” I say, trying to distract myself.

      “Kato treated me for the start of term. Guilt buys, I think.” She pulls her bright red lips into a smile but doesn’t look at me. Instead she pats her hair as if to check her bun is still immaculate, which of course, it is.

      “And you clearly accepted. So, I take it things are better?”

      She pouts. “Well, I wasn’t going to say no to this beauty, was I?” she says, pointing to her corset. “We’re… Better, I guess. But it’s infuriating. I can’t stay away from him for long because our Binding pulls me back. I mean, I love him, but I’m still going to make him suffer a bit for what he did.”

      Before the fight with Victor, Kato compelled Bo to give me some of her blood - blood that helped to end her brother’s life.

      We exit the platform to find Trey and Kato hovering with their suitcases on the other side of the street looking up at the academy campus, which is set at the top of a hill overlooking Siren City.

      Within seconds of leaving the station, a sticky sheen clings to my skin as the humid Southern sun bears down all hot and angry onto the street.

      It takes us ten minutes to reach the top of the hill. This high, you can see over the South and West State lines and it’s stunning. I look west, and in the distance right on the horizon is the skyline of Luna City’s network of thatched bungalows. Between us is the Trutinor coastline and the glittering Blood Ocean. I turn and scan the southern side and the valley that’s home to Siren City. Regal mansions made of marble and shimmering creams skim the skyline. We arrive at the front entrance, and after a few minutes of pulling maps out on our CogTrackers, we find our way around to the rear entrance where we’re due to meet the principal.

      I take a deep breath as we near a set of wrought iron gates. The four of us: me, Trey, Bo, and Kato, take tentative steps as we approach the towering black gates. Filigree twists decorate the tips of the iron poles, and in the center, where the round handles hang, a plaque reads:

      

      
        
        WITH KNOWLEDGE SHALL WE JUDGE

      

      

      

      The academy’s motto is a stark reminder of what we’re here to do: weigh the Balance of fate, and ensure the fate of humans and Keepers alike is carried out.

      “I’m nervous,” Bo says, glancing at the sign, “my stomach is all knotted with butterflies.”

      “Me too,” I say, slipping my hand into Trey’s. “I’m dreading being head girl.”

      “At least you have a handsome head boy to accompany you,” Trey grins.

      “I heard it’s a lot of governors’ board meetings and administration,” Bo says, shrugging.

      As we rest our cases on the floor, I glance over to her, unsure of what that comment meant. We’re a little early, but already, the street is crawling with students from our year group at Keepers School as well as a myriad of faces I don’t recognize from other realms.

      I peer through the gate, into a flowering courtyard. It’s long and thin with a row of flower beds on either side. Down the center is a walkway and in the middle, a fountain that froths and bubbles as it showers its basin with watery spray. At the far end is a set of arches, and if I strain, through them is another courtyard which, I think, leads to the entrance.

      A tall female appears; she’s wearing fitted maroon trousers that hug her curves and a flowing white blouse. Her hair is short and flops in loose curls around her face, and her eyes are piercing blue. She’s a Siren.

      “Is that the head teacher?” I ask.

      “Yeah,” Kato says, raising an eyebrow, “damn fine Siren too.”

      Bo digs her elbow into his ribs.

      “Er, highly skilled Siren. I meant highly skilled, obviously.”

      “Course you did,” she growls.

      I suppress a grin as the head teacher reaches the gates and unlocks them.

      “Welcome to Stratera Academy,” she says, pulling the gates wide open and gesturing for us to enter. “My name is Professor Astra.”

      She leads the now sizable group of Keepers through the first courtyard, under the arches, and into the second courtyard. This one is similar to the first but without the fountain.

      Standing on the opposite side of the courtyard is the academy building. It’s comprised of a bulbous square made of dark red bricks in the middle – the main building, according to my CogTracker map, is home to our lecture halls, theory classes, and the academy’s library. And on either side of it are white circular towers: practical simulators, fighting arenas, gyms, and testing zones.

      Professor Astra stops near a large oak door in the middle of the central brick building.

      “Welcome to Stratera Academy,” she starts. “It is both a great honor and testament to your dedicated studies that you have made it to the academy. But it is my duty to remind you of the great burden you bear as Keepers and Fallons in bringing to pass the judgment of fate. You are no longer apprentices. Here you will train both in the simulators and in the field alike, but unlike Keepers School, your field training is live, as will your exams be. And they’ll take place on Earth. As the humans say, you’re not in Kansas anymore.”

      She places her hand on the door, and as if under their own power, the doors swing open into a spacious foyer. The black and white checkered flooring clacks underfoot as I wander behind Professor Astra. Corridors shoot off at intermittent points down each side of the room two of which lead to the practice towers. In the corners of the room, two staircases spiral up to other floors. Then I notice an enormous door three times as tall as me, standing alone in the middle of the foyer, and I pull to a sudden stop. Trey, Bo, and Kato all career into my back.

      “What the hell?” Kato says, brushing himself down. I grab his chin and point his face toward the door.

      “Woah,” he breathes.

      The arched door frame is made of milky colored marble with a web of maroon veins spidering over it. The door itself is made of polished silver, or maybe it’s glass because as I circle the door, my face and the faces of my future classmates, all wearing the same bemused expression, are reflecting back at me. The most interesting part about the door is that there’s no handle. No way to open it.

      When our group settles, Professor Astra quietens us and says, “This is the Door of Fates. It is said that once, long ago, it bore a single lock, which when opened would allow certain souls to return from Obex. Of course, it’s shrouded in myth; it’s stood for two hundred years in this very foyer, and no lock has ever appeared. Now, in the room on the left, you can pick up your dormitory keys.” She points at a door in the corner of the foyer. “The rest of the day and the weekend are free for exploring. Monday morning after induction, you’ll have a formal tour, and then classes will commence.”

      She stands a little straighter, a glint in her eye, “Welcome to the toughest three years of your life.”
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        ‘After the lands and magics were created but the soil was still young, the First Fallon tore the land in two and banished her sister to Obex.

        Rueben, the eldest child of the First Fallon, decreed that Darique, the eldest child of the Last Fallon and first-born anomaly, should abdicate and renounce his claim on the Trutinor throne because his mother was shamed in defeat.

        But Darique, as the first-born of all the children and true heir to Trutinor, refused to renounce his claim; a brutal and bloody war raped the lands of Trutinor, pillaging life and Balance from the people and the earth. Rueben lost and as punishment Darique created a law determining his lineage as rulers of Trutinor for all eternity. And so, the fifth law became: the First Family of the East shall rule Trutinor.’

        Excerpt from the History of Trutinor Vol. 1

        

      

      

      Our luggage cases rattle over the cobbles as Trey, Kato, Bo, and I exit Stratera Academy and cross the road toward the dormitories. A long marble mansion nestled on the street opposite Stratera is our term-time home for the next three years.

      A few days ago, after some not entirely legitimate CogTracker work, Kato brandished his Tracker at us. The academy system was displayed on it, and showed that our dorm rooms were all conveniently located on the same floor. In. The. Same. Apartment.

      “We’re roomies, baby,” he pronounced as he thrust the Tracker in our direction.

      Once again, Kato pulls out his Tracker with the same smug look as before and gestures to the top set of windows.

      “Penthouse,” he says, “obviously.”

      “If I don’t ask, I can keep assuming that this is all a pleasant coincidence, and no one did anything illegal,” Trey says, glaring at his brother.

      “Totally one hundred percent legal, non-hacking, happy coincidence.”

      Grinning, I push through the cream-colored doors and into the dormitory foyer. There’s a bustling as students pull pieces of paper from bags and crane heads to view floor names as they try to figure out where their new room is.

      The foyer floor, like the academy building, is checkered black and white, and in the middle is a twinset spiral staircase, twisting around each other as they ascend through the roof into the next floor.

      I glance down at my bulky suitcase. “Lift?” I ask.

      Bo nods and leads us round to a lift hiding behind the stairs.

      When we reach the top floor, it opens into a short corridor with a single door labeled PENTHOUSE. Kato pushes a key into the lock, and it springs open into an enormous shared living room with sky lights, sofas, and a huge CogTV on the wall. At the far end of the living room is the door to the shared kitchen. On my left and right are room doors with little gold numbers: 103 and 104.

      “We’re 103,” Kato says, “you’re on the right.” He throws Trey a set of keys, and we split from them. As we walk across the living room toward our door, my feet sink into the plush carpet. Trey places our CogKey over the lock; there’s an electronic click and the door whooshes open.

      I take a step, but Trey grabs my arm. “Wait,” he says, and drops the bags. He sweeps me off my feet, holding me in his arms.

      “What are you doing?” I say, gripping his neck so I don’t fall.

      “It’s tradition,” he says, his blue eyes twinkling at me.

      “Yeah, if you’re human and just married, of which we are neither.”

      “Don’t be boring. I’m carrying you over the threshold, then I’m putting you on the bed, and I’m going to kiss you until you moan.”

      “Trey,” I say, giggling, and crane over his shoulder to make sure Kato and Bo aren’t in the corridor.

      He laughs and grabs our suitcase handles with one hand, dragging them into our room, kicking the door shut behind him.

      For all the emotions Sirens can control, none of them seem to have mastered modesty. Our room is enormous and a strange fusion of South and West decor. A four-poster bed made of red mahogany and royal green drapes sits proudly on one side of the room, and at the end of the bed is a moss colored sofa. There’s a second sofa area on the other side of the room. Next to that are two large mahogany desks, one for each of us. Hanging over the desk is a CogTV screen. In the furthest corner is a door hanging open to what I think is a walk-in closet. Last, to my right, is another door to what must be the bathroom.

      “My kind of bed,” Trey says, dropping my suitcase and carrying me across the carpet to the four poster.

      He slides me down onto the silky sheets, pulls off his string vest and pushes me further up the mattress till my head rests on the pillows. Then he’s on top of me, his hand slipping behind my head and tangling through locks of my hair. His lips brush mine, and I smile into his kiss. My fingers trace the curves and bumps of his abs, and it makes my skin heat. I bite my lip as my eyes run over his muscled torso. His hand cups my cheek as he pulls me up to kiss him, the hot trickle of his breath flowing over my skin.

      His hand drops, his gentle touch moving over my chest and down toward my trousers. As his fingers hover over my button, I tense. He freezes, pulling his lips away from mine.

      I didn’t mean to tense. I want this. I do. I feel stupid for even thinking about her. But we’ve not talked about his and Evelyn’s relationship. I’m not an idiot, I know they had sex, and thank God I never had to sleep with Victor, but that means he’s experienced and I’m not. What if I’m not good enough?

      “I’m sorry,” he says, “we don’t have to…”

      “No, it’s fine, I just…”

      There’s a crackle, and the CogTV hanging above the mahogany desk flickers to life.

      “What the…?” I say, silently grateful for the distraction and scramble down from the bed to find the off switch.

      I’m half way across the floor when static flashes across the screen and a face appears. I halt, the blood pumping through my veins. Both mine and Trey’s discarded CogTrackers in the middle of the floor flare to life simultaneously. Trey gets off the bed, picks his Tracker up, and moves over to stand with me. We stare up at the CogTV, silent, horrified, as Victor’s pale face fills every screen in my room. The same maroon vein that tracked down his temple at the Coronation Ceremony throbs on the side of his face.

      There’s a series of muffled screams from the floor below, followed by doors banging, and the thud, thud, thud of feet running through the corridors. My blood turns ice cold; he must have hacked the entire network.

      “Good morning, Trutinor,” he says, calm and straight-faced, as if it’s normal for him, a dead Shifter, to come back to life and take over our comms channels.

      His head snaps backward at a strange angle, making me flinch. When he rights himself, his face is contorted, sharper, maroon filling his eyes. His voice isn’t his usual whine but a gravely rasp I’ve only heard once before.

      “Oh, Cecilia,” Victor says, his eyes narrowing at the screen. “Be a dear, lift my banishment, won’t you?”

      I turn to Trey; any normal Keeper listening might think it’s Victor threatening the First Fallon, that he’s the one banished. But it’s not. It’s Rozalyn: the Last Fallon.

      “I’m coming back whether you like it or not. If you assist me, I’ll negotiate terms. If you don’t or you try to stop me, I’ll consider it an act of war, and I’ll destroy the Balance. For good.”

      Victor’s face stretches into a strangled expression and then slackens. As the screen fades to black, he mouths two words. I frown; I must have read his lips wrong.

      “Did he just…?” I ask Trey.

      “…say ‘Eden, help’?” Trey says, nodding, “yeah, he did.”
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        ‘Darique, while proud and ruthless, was driven by reason and fairness. After the war with Rueben and the banishment of his mother, he established the first Council of Trutinor comprising each of the First children: Darique, Rueben, Aurora, Karva, and Clarissa.’

        Excerpt from the History of Trutinor Vol. 1

        

      

      Kato and Bo appear in the doorway their breathing rapid.

      “What in the name of actual fuckery just happened?” Kato asks, striding through my doorway. He raises his eyebrow at Trey, who is still topless so he takes the hint and gets himself dressed. Kato picks up my abandoned CogTracker, gesturing with it as he speaks. “Victor hacked the entire network. It was a work of art. Fifty CogTV channels, the entire satellite system, CogTracker networks, even steam radio. The point,” Kato says, flipping open my Tracker and tapping it, “is that even I couldn’t do that, and I’m a god damn genius. So… I say again, people… What the actual fuck just happened?”

      Bo rolls her eyes at Kato and takes a seat in one of the green arm chairs in the sofa area. “Remind me why we’re Bound again?” she says.

      “Oh please, Beatrice, you know it turns you on,” Kato says, flashing a grin at her.

      “I think you’re missing the big picture here. One, Victor is meant to be dead. Two, it wasn’t actually him speaking and three, did you blank out the part where the Last Fallon declared war on Trutinor?”

      “Well, there was that,” Kato says, sticking his bottom lip out, “but I still want to know how he hacked the system.”

      My CogTracker beeps, so Kato throws it across the room at me.

      I catch it and flip to the message screen. “It’s Nyx,” I say, grimacing. “She’s in Stratera foyer waiting for me. Titus has my train in Stratera station ready to collect us for Council tonight.”

      Bo sits a little straighter on the sofa, “I’ll call my parents. Victor hadn’t made contact with them the last time I asked, but you never know. I’ll also put The Six on standby. You two can CogMail us any Council developments. I’m sure they’re all freaking out and on high alert now.”

      I hesitate; neither Trey nor I want to go to another Council inquisition, but maybe given Victor’s public appearance, we won’t have to endure another truth trial.

      “It’s fine,” Kato says, “we’ve got this. I’ll try tracing the source of Victor’s hack and see if I can locate him. You guys go.”

      “Okay,” I say, “CogMail us any updates you have. We’ll be back Sunday morning at the latest.”

      “Good luck,” Kato says, giving Trey’s shoulder a squeeze. Then he pulls me in for a hug. “Don’t let them break you,” he whispers in my ear.

      “I’ll try,” I say, then Trey and I leave our dorm.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      When we reach the academy foyer, I place my hands on the oak doors, and just like they did with Professor Astra, the doors swing open of their own accord. The foyer, although still busy, is quieter than earlier because most of the students are where I should be: settling into their dorms and finding out who lives in their block.

      The students still hovering in the foyer have huddled in small groups. The mumbles quieten as we enter, a hushed whisper circles around the foyer, and every pair of eyes in the room fall on Trey and I. My eyes glance up at the massive screen hanging on one side of the foyer. Perfect.

      “Is there anyone in Trutinor who didn’t see his broadcast?” I growl at Trey under my breath.

      I spot Nyx in the center of the room. She’s the only one not pouring over a CogTracker. She has a strange expression on her face. Her hand is raised, hovering millimeters above the Door of Fates’ frame, and her face is twitching, like a cat catching the scent of catnip. Something must startle her because she recoils, her hair all spiky and stiff, as though her cat-hackles are bristling.

      “You okay?” I say as I reach her.

      “Huh? Oh, yes, I’m fine. Sorry. Strange old door, isn’t it?”

      “I guess.” I brace as she puts her arms around me squeezing me far too hard as usual.

      “Anyway,” she says, letting go and straightening herself out, “shall we leave? There’s a lot to discuss on route.”

      “Did you see the broadcast?” I ask, looking from Trey to Nyx.

      “I did. Very troubling. But hopefully, the First Fallon will leave you alone now there is unequivocal proof of his return.” She blinks at me, long slow cat blinks with her green cat-eyes and vertical pupils.

      “Are you sure you’re alright?”

      “I’m fine. We just have a lot to talk about, and Titus has to do some stops on route so it will be late evening by the time we get to the Ancient Forest.”

      “Okay,” I say, and we leave, the students’ eyes following us as we exit the foyer.

      It’s a short walk back down the hill toward Stratera station. Titus and I decided to retire my parents’ train. I couldn’t face using it, walking the corridors, and still smelling their perfume. It hurt too much. So he spent the rest of the summer refurbishing our reserve train. It’s sat in Stratera station, docked, shiny, and ready for us to board. Except for the brass tubing that traces the lines of the exterior, my train is long and sleek, like the sky scrapers in the East.

      Titus steps out of the engine cabin, his blond dreads drawn up in a loose knot. His navy Steampunk Transporter uniform is tight around his stomach, the gold buttons straining over his port belly. He waves, the nubbin of his thumb in the air making a surge of guilt roll through my chest. During the summer, I lost control of the Imbalance that’s resident inside my head and accidentally burned Titus’ hand. The Dryad doctors fixed him, but he still lost the tip of his thumb.

      “Hello, trouble,” he says, pulling me into a hug, “it’s been a while. Magnus has been greedy and kept you all to himself.”

      “I missed you,” I say, squeezing him.

      “Are you okay?” he says, putting me at arm’s length so he can see me. “I saw the…”

      “I’m okay. Kato is trying to trace the source; I’m sure the Council are all over it.”

      “Good,” he says, and shakes Trey’s hand.

      “Let’s go see what the Council have to say, shall we?” He places a kiss on the top of my head and clambers back up into the engine cabin.

      Trey, Nyx, and I board the train and climb the stairs to my private quarters on the second floor. I’ve only been on this train a couple of times since Titus finished it, and this is the first-time Trey’s been aboard. Which makes me smile to myself as I enter the glass-roofed private quarters. The sun sets in here, and the view is mind-blowing.

      I push open the door. There’s a bar immediately on the right as we enter. On the left is a seating area comprised of sandy colored square sofas and after that, a door to sleeping quarters.

      Nyx drops behind the bar as the train shudders, and we pull out of the station. The carriage judders at first until the train gathers enough speed to find its rhythm. Billows of steam roll past the window, and the carriage falls into a lulled rocking. There’s the crack of a lid flicking off of a bottle, and her head reappears with a small glass of milk, or maybe it’s cream.

      “Want one?” she says.

      “Umm, I’m good thanks.”

      “Suit yourself. Trey?”

      He shakes his head.

      “Fine. Take a seat, you two,” she says, “we need to talk East business.”

      “Okay,” I say, bracing myself as I take a seat on the larger sofa, so there’s room for Trey. He swings his arm around me as Nyx pulls open her CogTracker, and a stream of notes fly across the screen.

      “Eden…” Nyx starts, her expression stiff.

      “Don’t,” I say, raising my hand, knowing exactly what she’s about to say, “I’m not ready to come home yet.”

      “When are you going to be, honey? We can’t have a State without a Fallon. I know you’re at Stratera, but that’s not really an excuse. You’re going to have to come home soon. Your people need to see you lead.”

      My jaw tightens, my fingers rubbing the throbbing pressure building behind my forehead.

      “I’ll be with you,” Trey says. “I can make it easier…”

      “I know,” I say. “But I don’t want you compelling the pain away. I will go home. I just need time to prepare.”

      “There’s a long weekend break from studies in a couple of weeks. What about then?”

      “Will it get the pair of you off my back?”

      Nyx nods, Trey shrugs agreement.

      “Fine. I’ll think about it. That’s the best you’re getting.”

      Nyx smiles, the lunchtime sun streaming through the glass roof and speckling her face. I narrow my eyes; her birthmark looks dark, almost brown instead of the pale orange it normally is. She slides a black envelope across the table, which has a white label on the front with the word REPORT typed in big font.

      “What’s that?” I say, curious.

      “It’s, umm. Well, you need to sign it… It’s the official inquest into your parents’ death. The Guild’s asked me to get you to sign the death records as suicide.”

      I look up at her, tears pricking the backs of my eyes.

      “I see,” I say. I pull out the sheet and scrawl a signature, shoving the packet away as fast as I can, and try to push the lump in my throat away.

      “I’m sorry,” she says, but I shake my head.

      “Can we move on?”

      Trey squeezes my hand, the softness in his touch makes the lump even harder to swallow.

      “Of course we can,” Nyx says, pressing buttons on her CogTracker, and a map of the East State appears. She zooms in. “There are outbreaks of civil unrest and a variety of Shifter attacks right along the Northern border.”

      “Any intelligence on the attacks?”

      “Some. A couple of water Elementals on the ground are suggesting the most recent attacks are from the Third House in the North.”

      “Third?” I stare out the window, trying to rack my mind for the names of Bo’s six elite generals. I’ve only met a couple of them. Then it comes to me. “Delphine?” I say, unsurprised. “Delphine Delacrois.”

      “Correct,” Nyx says. “Israel is claiming no knowledge of it. He’s also said Delphine herself has no part in it. But nonetheless, he’s given her an official warning about any of her house breaking the treaty. Especially so soon after it was signed.”

      I nod, unsatisfied, but also unsure of what steps to take next. Israel and Maddison were furious with me when Victor died. There was an incident outside the Council Chamber. Understandably, Israel blamed me for Victor’s death but he also blamed me for Bo losing her leg. So when he saw me for the first time in the Council foyer, he saw red and tried to choke me, and he would have done if it wasn’t for Trey who had to compel him to stop. After a few weeks, and I suspect a strong word from Arden, Israel came to me and suggested we have a Siren mediate a session between us. Those sessions are what led to the treaty being signed. I can’t help but wonder what my father would have done in this situation. I know he would have been proud the day the treaty was signed. Despite the tensions on our borders, and their differing opinions on politics, he and Israel were in the same year at school. Children don’t care about politics and power. They saw through the hate they were supposed to feel because they knew each other before Trutinor’s system corrupted them. That’s why as adults, when they were forced to bend and obey as Councilors, their friendship lasted through their differing opinions. I decide Father would have wanted me to take the most diplomatic stance possible. I can almost hear him saying, ‘protect the treaty at all costs, Eden.’

      “What about the Siren peace keepers?” I ask Trey.

      “They’re patrolling, twenty-four hours a day. But they’re not trained as peace keepers, so pockets of violence are still breaking out. I’m going to negotiate some training with Bo. The Six can give the squad of Sirens the basics, and hopefully, that will make them more efficient.”

      As the sun sets, I yawn and tell Nyx I can’t discuss any more skyscraper bridge constructions, proposals for East State Council members or state dinners and retire, with Trey, to the train’s bedroom quarters. We lie on the bed, me in his arms, both of us staring up at the sky streaking past in a blur.

      “Told you it was spectacular,” I say, leaning into him, my eyes already heavy.

      “It really is,” he says, kissing my forehead.

      Above us, baby blues turn to deep pink, and then to slate gray. The sky darkens as evening arrives and the twinkling sparkle of stars blinking to life fills the cabin. I close my eyes, telling myself I’m just resting them, it’s not bedtime, and it won’t be much longer before we arrive. But I’m lying to myself. My breathing slows, and I drift into sleep.
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      I am alone on the peak of a mountain somewhere deep in the Eris region of the North State. It's freezing; snow covers the mountain tops like whips of ice cream. Swathes of white smother the ground leaving only sparse patches of rocky boulders. The air whisks a chill around me; a few gray rocks crunch under my feet as I shiver and pull my jacket tight. The mountains are dull somehow like everything is tainted with age. Something splatters against the snow behind me. I spin around, and the mountains vanish. I’m standing in the middle of Maddison and Israel’s castle courtyard; the same courtyard I killed Victor in. Only this time, the walls are crumbling. The doors are splintered and hanging off their hinges. Under the arches where the snow hasn’t reached, photographs, papers, and ornaments litter the area, abandoned remnants from the lives that used to fill the castle. Snow covers the rest of the stone square, hiding the names of the residents that were once etched into the concrete slabs. The turrets that used to impale the clouds are broken. As I crane my neck up, a few black tiles crumble and fall from the sky only to be swallowed by the snow. Everywhere I look there’s decay; Trutinor is dying.

      The splattering was blood. Red droplets speckle the snow in an arc, like a sword that’s sliced open a body. A figure stands a few feet away from me; it’s motionless. Another appears next to him, then another.

      One by one, the Shifters, Elementals, and Sorcerers who fought with and against me in the battle with Victor, materialize in the courtyard. They replay the same battle but in slow sweeping moves, like I’m standing in the middle of a slow-motion video game. I shout at them to stop; we don’t need to fight anymore, it’s over. But they can’t hear me.

      Wisps of Evelyn’s green magic shoot past my head and collide with a giant bear’s paw; the bear spins and hits the ground in his Shifter form. Dead. In the corner of the courtyard next to a row of stone pillars, Trey stumbles, gripping his chest. His life is connected to Victor’s. His chest bleeds where I stabbed Victor. I run, reaching out to staunch the bleeding, but the harder I run, the faster he shrinks away.

      Suddenly, there is a hand around my throat. Victor’s eyes glint as the sun beams through the clouds and illuminates the square. He wants to kill me. Any moment now, he will try and suffocate me, so I die and he survives our broken Binding. A strange knife shaped like a key appears in my hand; it’s tipped with a smudge of dried red: Bo’s blood. I know what I’m meant to do; I have to pierce Victor’s heart.

      But Trey is in Victor’s place, and as I glance at the knife in my hand, a cold chill trickles down my spine. I’m no longer me. I’m Victor.

      Trey’s voice echoes around me. “I love you, Eden,” he says, over and over. Three little words that give me the energy to fight on.

      The shadowy figures around me stop fighting and circle us: Trey and me in Victor’s body.  Panic flickers in my eyes. Trey’s hand grips my throat tighter, and in response, Victor grips the knife harder. The rest of the courtyard is silent and empty. Even the blood on sheet-white snow has gone. The real me is flung outside the circle. Excluded.

      This is all wrong. Victor stands in the center, in my place, and Trey stands where Victor was. No one is in the right place. Panic drives me forward; I know how this ends, and Trey isn’t supposed to die. I pull at the bodies, desperate to get inside and stop the Victor version of me from killing Trey. But the bodies are immovable and solid like ancient statues fossilized in the ground. Tears streak my cheeks. Trey’s words echo around me again, and just like the first time this happened, the last shred of my Binding disintegrates from my arm and evaporates into the air. I watch Victor take my last breath. He rips Trey’s hand from his throat and plunges the knife straight into his heart. Trey’s body twitches then slumps to the ground. Gone.

      I scream and blink. I’m standing over Trey; blood covers my hands and drips rhythmically to the stone. Victor has vanished.

      Trey is dead, and I killed him.
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      I wake, sweat pooling on my forehead, heart pumping. Every time I’ve fallen asleep since Trey and I were Bound, I’ve had nightmares. Mostly of me, or Victor, killing him. But other dreams are of bizarre twisted versions of Trutinor. Sometimes the land is bleached of color, other times it’s ravaged by war and any life left is decaying or broken, and the faces in my dreams are hollow and shadowy like their souls are lost.

      “Are you okay?” Trey asks, brushing sweaty curls away from my face.

      I shudder as the dream fades and lie on Trey’s chest; his arms wrap around me, safe, warm, protected. My hand slides up and over his heart. A silly ritual that makes me feel better. I wait. His heart beats: once, twice, three times, then I know I’m awake, and he’s safe.

      “I am now,” I say.

      Each dream is different, but they all end the same way: Trey dead and Trutinor in ruins. I don't know what it means, or why they keep happening. But what I do know, is that I'd give up my life for both of them.
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        ‘From chaos comes Balance.’

        Teachings of the Last Fallon.

        

      

      We arrived in the Ancient Forest late in the evening. All four of us spent the rest of the night on the train, discussing State politics, the Northern border, and my homecoming ball that Nyx has somehow decided is happening.

      As we finish breakfast the next morning, my CogTracker pings an alert from Hermia. I pick it up and walk to the bathroom, locking the door behind me. Hermia is the First Fallon’s messenger, but she also runs a tracker business and she’s a personal friend of Trey’s.

      
        
        From: Hermilda.Endlesquire@TrackerServices.com

        Subject: Lost & Found??

        To: Eden.East@FallonCogMail.com

      

      

      
        
        Good news and bad news.

      

        

      
        I’ve not found either Lani or Victor, yet. But I am making progress, with Victor at least. However, Eden, I must insist that you tell Trey what you’re doing. Given my history with him and the severity of who you’re asking me to find, I don’t think it’s fair you’re putting me in this position. Have you considered just asking Cassian where Lani is? I’m sure he would gladly take you to her place.

      

        

      
        I have, at least, worked out why I am having problems tracking her. I can’t say over CogMail though. I want you to come to the shop as soon as you can – Kato says he can modify all our CogTrackers so they’re encrypted. I won’t disclose details over CogMail until he has. We don’t know who’s listening, especially after Victor’s little public appearance.

      

        

      
        Tell Trey.

      

        

      
        That’s all.

      

        

      
        I’m off for a drink.

      

        

      
        P.S. T.E.L.L T.R.E.Y.

      

        

      
        H x

      

      

      I close my CogTracker and return to the breakfast table, distracted and wondering how I should tell Trey what I’ve done.

      We leave Nyx and Titus on the train to wait for us and walk across the Ancient Forest’s main platform. A mesh of thick branches and leaves weave a tunnel over the tracks, blocking out most of the morning light. I shiver and pull on an oversized sweater I found in the train’s wardrobe; it used to be my father’s. If I lift the collar of his sweater up, I can still smell his aftershave. My chest twinges as the scent of autumn rain fills my nose; it’s fresh and warm, all in the same breath, just like his essence - water. I hesitate but take another sniff because today the memory of him feels more like a comfort than the devastating pain of weeks gone by. Trey slips his hand into mine, and we walk through the canopied darkness of the Ancient Forest.

      The center of Trutinor isn’t much further, but I slow my pace anyway; I’m enjoying the alone time with Trey too much. I glance up at him, just to reassure myself he’s real and still mine.

      As we near the center of the forest, rays of light spear through the canopy and shower us with warmth. I hold him back.

      “Everything alright?” he says, turning to me.

      I grin, wrap my arms around his neck, and pull him down so I can slide my lips over his. Pushing a kiss deep into his mouth, he picks me up, and I wrap my legs around his waist. He staggers toward a tree trunk and leans me against it. I break the kiss and stroke his bristly cheek. “I love you,” I say.

      “I love you too,” he says, leaning in and kissing my neck. His familiar frankincense smell washes over me, as does his breath, and with it, a throb of magic. He keeps his Siren powers under such strict control, sometimes I wonder if he’s afraid of them.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?” he asks, scanning my face.

      “I’m fine,” I say, brushing my lips against his, “I’m happy. Right here, with you. In this moment. I don’t want any of this to change.”

      He places the softest kiss on my lips as if savoring the taste and then puts me down on the floor, “Nothing’s going to change, Eden. We’re Bound. No more Eve, no more Victor.”

      My stomach twists. I hate when he calls her Eve instead of Evelyn.

      “I know that,” I say, and trail off trying to decide what it is I’m feeling. I guess when you finally get the thing you’ve wanted for so long, you realize how fragile happiness can be. It teeters, like the trapeze artist on the thinnest of wires, and even the lightest of breezes could send her tumbling into oblivion.

      We continue toward the center of the forest. Within a minute, the tree line breaks, and we step into a circular clearing. Hot summer rays blare down on us, a warm contrast to the shade under the forest covering. Dozens of Keepers, Council members, and school children mill around, some doing business, others using it as a meeting point, and the children, I assume, on school visits. In the middle of the clearing, the five wooden root-towers of Trutinor Council soar into the air. Each tower is bent and gnarled like a witch’s finger, prehistoric roots that entwine hundreds of feet in the air and then burst apart again to form points. Where the roots meet the earth, archways maw open in their bases: five arches for the five States.

      Trey pulls me around, swinging me into his arms, “I’ll see you in two. I’m going in through the Siren entrance. Don’t forget me.”

      “Don’t take my memories then.”

      “Ouch,” he says, sucking the air, “one-nil to Eden.”

      I laugh and blow a cocky kiss at him, then head toward the East State’s door. I might be joking about him taking my memories now, but when I discovered what he’d done, it nearly tore us apart. On the night of my sixteenth birthday - almost two years ago - I was going to break it off with him. We’d been meeting in secret because we were meant to be Bound to other people, or so we thought. Victor was going to be named my Potential the following day, and Trey was already Bound to Evelyn. I guess Trey thought he was protecting me by taking my memories of him away. In his mind, that way, being apart from each other wouldn’t hurt. It did, of course, and when I found out what he’d done, I was furious.

      Like all the arches, the East State entrance is door-less. It’s meant to be a symbol of the openness and connectivity of all Keepers: united in our mission to bring Balance to the realms. For the first few feet, the tunnel is dark, but as I pass through a layer of hanging vines representing the earth element, the tunnel gets lighter. Two types of lantern hang from the wall, one pulsating electricity representing the air element, the other, fire: two more of the elements we control. Together they throw a strange orangey-violet hue over the earthy corridor. It takes about five minutes to walk the length of the tunnel, deep enough into the belly of Trutinor that my ears pop when I reach the end. I pass through a watery door, a mirage representing the final element, and down a set of steps into Trutinor’s Council foyer.
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