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        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.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For Atlas and Chloe: my life, my world, and my oxygen.
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        ‘Where there is Balance, there is Imbalance.’

        

        First Law - The Book of Balance
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        Father always said not to trust a Fallon that can’t keep the Balance. I should have listened.

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      My mother and father are fidgeting. Perched, along with everyone else’s parents, on the front row of the lecture hall’s steep tiered seating. Someone must have opened a door because a ripple of air drifts through the auditorium and makes the stage’s velvety green curtains wrinkle. I close my eyes, let it wash over my skin and take a deep breath. It doesn’t help. The wind carries everyone’s anxiety, and my Elemental power can’t help but seek out the anomaly and feed it into my system like a virus.

      I snatch a glance at the Earth simulator door. It’s in the middle of the stage, entrance dark, exterior plain and cube-like; a solitary shape; a grim reaper ready to make me fail my exams. Behind me, the last couple of classmates are waiting their turn, chewing their nails and watching the current exam play out on the screen above the stage.

      They’re useless, of course. A virtual sim is nothing like being on Earth. But the Council won’t allow anyone in the field until they’ve been Bound and passed their finals. Especially not if they’re me.

      “You’re too precious,” Arden, the Council deputy said every time I begged him to let me go on the school field trips. “Your Fallon blood is too royal to risk injury or death before you’re properly qualified. You know that, Eden.”

      I do know; I just wish I could change it. Frustrated, I scan the sea of parents in the theatre seats. But their faces are as strained as my classmates. I focus on Father instead. He sits up a little higher, and for a brief moment, we share a knowing look. Then it’s gone. Replaced with a poised expression and a smile befitting any Fallon. He broke the rules and smuggled me through the barrier into Earth to practice. Under normal circumstances, as a Fallon, I’d have an unfair advantage because I’m stronger than most Keepers. But today, Victor is on my team, and he’s more useless than the sims. Worse, his score impacts mine. And that is exactly why Father smuggled me out to practice.

      Victor’s lanky figure slides into place next to mine. His white-blond hair is muted with grease that’s turned it a mousy shade of beige. The sloppy top knot is, I imagine, an attempt to hide the oil. I swear I can see the strands twitching and moving like bugs crawling over his scalp. I turn away to stop my nose wrinkling.

      Victor might be my Potential, but it’s still a mystery to me why the Council of Trutinor think Victor is the most probable candidate to become my Balancer. How is he supposed to Balance my soul?

      “Victor,” I say, struggling to hide the distaste in my voice.

      His clawed index finger extends until it pokes me in my ribs.

      “You better not mess this up for us, East,” he says.

      You can’t practice with magic for long without it leaving a trace. I like to think of it as a magical signature. I’m lucky. My eyes, like Mother’s, are turning violet, like the bright glow of a lightning flash. Victor isn’t so lucky. As a Fallon and a Shifter, with the ability to shift into any animal he wants, he could have had any animal trace. But our traces reflect our truest selves, our magical essence, and his is a wolf. One of his hands is gnarling up and forming a mangled wolf paw. A paw that I’ll have to hold.

      I knock his dog nail off my side and glare at him. Fire elements flicker in my belly, daring me to retaliate. But my parents are watching so I stay composed, stand a little straighter and under my breath say, “We both know I’ll carry your whimpering ass across the finish line, Dark. So why don’t you play nice and I’ll let you thank me after. Hmm?”

      He bares his canines, and for a second, I think I hear a growl emanate from his chest. Before I can call him out, Professor Kemble signals the auditorium’s silence. Two students exit the sim door, they’re pale, eyes darting over the crowd as they weave their way stage right and down into the waiting room.

      “Fallon Victor Dark? Fallon Eden East?” Kemble says and gestures for us to approach the Balance simulators.

      Victor’s face pinches like he’s sniffing something sour. It takes all my willpower not to slap the expression off his face. Even though he’s never said it, I know he can’t stand the thought of being Bound to me any more than I can to him.

      The stage stairs creak underfoot as we climb. I flash a final glance at the front row. Mother’s violet eyes are bright as she nods and urges me on. I look at Father and smile to myself. Physically, I am like him with the same stocky stature and dark, curly bird’s nest on top of my head. But behind Mother’s sparkling eyes I see the grit and determination that’s burning in my gut too. Her palms cross in her lap, an attempt to hide her tension. But even from the stage, I can sense the electricity sparking like hot static between her palms.

      Victor doesn’t bother to look at his parents and it’s that ego that’ll catch us out in the sim if I'm not focused.

      Professor Kemble moves center stage, his floor-length green Keeper robes a stark reminder of what’s at stake. If we mess up, we won’t secure a place at Stratera Academy, and we won’t keep the Balance or get a place on the Council.

      Kemble opens the sim door. I take a deep breath. Then Victor and I step into the darkness.
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        ‘It is the duty of a Keeper to keep the Balance of fate.’

        Second Law - The Book of Balance

        

      

      

      The door clicks plunging us into a darkness that clings tight to my skin like a wetsuit. The only sound is the fast rattle of Victor’s nervous breath against the blackness.

      Somewhere in the room, the sim’s cameras whir to life and cogs grind under the strain of a full day of testing. Any second now, our image will be projected onto the auditorium screen and our every move will be scrutinized. This is my last chance to set things straight with Victor; both our grades depend on it.

      “Listen,” I breathe, fumbling for his hand.

      As I slip my fingers through his, he flinches.

      “Whatever we’ve done to each other in the past, let’s just forget it, okay? This is about both our futures now. Bound to each other or not, if we want to go to Stratera Academy, we need to work together.”

      “You broke both my arms, Eden,” he says, his grip tightening around mine.

      “I did. But that was a really long time ago and I only did it because you killed my dog and strung him up on the classroom door frame.”

      “That’s because your father…”

      “Victor,” I snap. Pausing, I take a deep breath, “We don’t have time to go over this. Can we just forget our family’s history and the Council and whatever we’ve done to each other at school? You know as well as I do we’re going to be Bound tomorrow… Probably.”

      He fidgets under my grip as if he’s deciding whether that’s a good thing.

      “Look, the point is, we might as well get used to working with each other before it counts.”

      My stomach churns like the belly of a maelstrom; I know I don’t have a choice, that I can’t out run fate. But that doesn’t make the prospect of being tied to his family for the rest of eternity any easier. At least if I pass our final sim, I’ll get to keep studying. If that means telling Victor a few white lies now, then I’ll say whatever I have to.

      “Fine,” he says, and drops my hand as a speck of bright white light appears a few feet in front of us.

      The light hovers at eye level and explodes into a frenzy of swirling sounds and colors. Then it quietens and places us in the entrance hall of a small cottage.

      “I have a feeling this one’s for me,” I say, examining the contents of the hall.

      The walls are the same faded mint green you find in an old people’s home. The paper peels at random intervals. Photos hang crooked along the wall, covered in so much dust I can barely see the people underneath them. There’s an eerie quiet in the house that makes my chest tight. The kind of quiet that appears after something dies.

      Victor stays behind me as I approach an open door. I inch my head around it and pull away slamming my back into the wall. I count to three and peer around the door again. But the same set of creepy, empty eyes are still staring at me.

      This is just a sim, get a grip, I think, slowing my breathing.

      Ten years ago, some professor or other, and a student, died in a training accident on Earth. Since then, we’ve had to use the sims. But how can you practice if you don’t have real risks?

      I place my index finger across my lips, playing along with the simulation. Victor rolls his eyes, takes a look, then recoils faster than I did.

      “There’s a dead cat in there. It’s rotting,” he says scrunching up his face.

      “Yeah and there’s also an old lady knitting in the corner, oblivious to it.”

      “How can she not smell that?”

      “I have no idea. Dementia?” I observe her through the crack in the door again. The perm shaping her head is faded like the paint in the hallway. Instead of chocolate brown, her curls look like sepia photographs. Her skin is leathery, and her eyes hollow sockets in her shriveled head.

      “She’s dying,” I say, “go see if you can find something. A pattern, a clue. Anything. There must be something wrong.” He disappears into a room at the end of the corridor leaving me alone.

      There’s always a pattern. Humans, Keepers, and Fallons, while separated by power and dimensions, are all the same. We think, feel and behave predictably because we’re fallible, Imbalanced and that’s why there's a pattern; just like the scarf the old woman is knitting. She repeats loop after loop, after loop. Keeping the Balance is as simple as looking at the pattern and correcting the miss-stitch.

      Her living room is filthy and cluttered with soiled food trays, newspapers, and medicine bottles. The fetid, musty stench is overpowering. The entire house is rotting around her while she dies, and yet no one is looking after her. That’s the miss-stitch. I take one of the photos off the wall and wipe the dust away. Two young boys are paddling in the sea next to her.

      Victor appears empty handed and shrugs.

      “She has two sons,” I say, pointing at the photos. But as I move down the hall and the photos get more recent, I see that one of the boys is missing.

      “No. She had two.” I take down a couple more photos. One of the boys is middle aged in these. He has a rabble of his own children at the same beach, but there’s no sign of his brother.

      “What happened to the other one?” Victor asks.

      “I think he died. My guess is something happened for the living one to stop talking to her. That’s why she’s all alone. We need to reconnect them.”

      “Okay,” he nods.

      “Can you shift into the cat? If she’s senile enough not to have noticed it’s dead, maybe she won’t realize it’s alive again.”

      “Why do I get all the good jobs? It stinks in there.”

      Victor’s body plummets to the floor forming a fat, ginger cat, identical to the one decomposing on her living room floor. I put a couple of photos in his mouth and he trots in.

      “Eddie,” the old woman says, smiling, and puts down her knitting needles. “What have you got there?” She leans down, groaning with every movement, and takes the photos out of his mouth. Victor rubs his body against her legs as her eyes glass over with tears. Her bony finger strokes the image of her son and she lets out a soft whimper.

      I put my hand up to the crack in the door, summon the wind element and push a gust of air at the telephone next to her. The receiver rattles and slips off the handset. The old lady frowns but replaces the handset.

      Come on. Come on. Just call him. The seconds roll into a minute and still, she strokes the photo but doesn’t call him and I realize, maybe she can’t ring him even if she wants to.

      I run down the corridor till I find the kitchen. Scanning the worktops, I lift papers and packets, and rifle through stained documents searching for anything with a number on it. It’s all covered in a film of dirt and crumbs that stick to my fingers. A phone book falls to the ground, but I don’t pick it up because I don’t know her son’s name. Then I notice a faded notelet clinging to the fridge, its edges crinkly and worn. On it is a phone number with the letter ‘A’ and three kisses underneath. It’s all I have, but it’s worth a shot.

      In the corridor, I find the wire for her house phone. It leads to a power box near the front door.  Committing the number to memory, I close my eyes and put my hand on the box. Electricity pops and buzzes as it flows through the line. I form the numbers in my mind and funnel as much power as I can through the box. But the wires are old and the connection fights against me. Static and bolts flicker around the box zapping my fingers making the pads tingle.

      I pull my hand away, unsure if this is even going to work; I’ve never forced a call both ways before. But I have to try, so I replace my hand and channel the numbers through the power lines again. In the living room, the phone rings and the old lady calls out in surprise.

      “Albie,” she says, “Oh, Albie, I’m so sorry.”

      Then the hall melts into darkness.

      The next sim is Victor’s. We’re in a field. A large, white building sits nestled at the bottom of the grass. Colored chalk dapples a sea of gray tarmac circling the building.

      “It’s a school,” he says, “this is mine for sure.”

      Victor’s body shudders then dissolves into the shape of a Labrador.

      “Good choice.”

      For the first time, I’m grateful he is on my team. Victor’s sim record is substandard for a Fallon, but at least he is a Fallon, which gives us an advantage over our Keeper classmates who can only control part of their State’s power. As Fallons, we wield all the power of our people: Victor can shift into anything he likes and I can control all of the elements.

      This sim is fast. Victor is slow. The school bell shrieks; children flood the playground and scatter, darting like ants. Victor hides in a shrub, with a poor line of sight to the children. The last child to exit the school is a young girl wearing a pretty, pink dress; she’s limping, and she has a black eye that someone’s attempted to hide with makeup that’s far too orange for her skin. A big girl dressed in red walks in front of her blocking my view.

      Move Victor. Be both our eyes. But he stays put. I raise my hand and pump a huge gust of wind, parting the bush and shoving him out. He looks over at me and bares his teeth. The big girl in red scruffs the little girl and drags her to the side of the building. School bully case. I put my hand up, this time drawing on water. A patch of ice appears in front of the girl in red. She slips and lands on her knee; blood erupts from the cut and dribbles down her shin. But she’s back on her feet without so much as a moan. Impressive, I think, and search for Victor. He’s still lagging back. What is he doing? I pump another gust of wind with one hand and point at the girl being bullied. He gets up but not before grunting at me first, then trots over to the girls, taking a position in front of the girl in pink. Don’t worry, Victor, take your freaking time. He sits there like a limp rag as the bully rounds on her victim. Do I have to do everything?

      This time, I fire a shot of electricity right at his throat, forcing a growl out as the bully approaches. She falters and steps back. The sim is over. Victor realizes what he has to do and stands up, finally guarding the victim, snarling and bearing his teeth at the injured bully. But it’s already over: Victor’s response, and the bully’s hesitation, were enough to give the girl in pink the confidence to stand up for herself.

      As the vision fades the girl in pink says, “Touch me again, Lara, and I’ll set Bruno on you.”

      Sim after sim plays out; we resolve arguments, prevent accidents and connect soulmates. We save lives and make things right. Our job is to read the Balance of fate, to remove Imbalance, and realign everyone to their intended path. We influence, bend and push, until people find their way back to their destiny. We are the silent memories that tiptoe through your dreams giving you comfort from lost ones. The magic hand that prevents you crossing the road into a moving car, and the thunderstorm that makes your soulmate share his umbrella.

      There is a pattern. There is always a pattern. Which is why, when the last sim appears, I know something is very wrong.
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        ‘And with the creation of Trutinor, so shall the First and Last Fallons be born unto it. Sisters of Balance, destined to bring peace to the worlds they preside over.’

        

        Excerpt - The Book of Balance

        

      

      

      It’s pitch black, again. But this time I’m shouting, calling out for Victor. My voice sounds disjointed, hollow, and it echoes, making Victor’s name ring in my ears. I freeze. Sims don’t echo.

      I shake my head, “This is just a test. A bloody good test but a test nonetheless.” A nervous laugh bubbles out. I’ll congratulate Arden after this is over. I was wrong. The Council’s investment has worked; these sims are really convincing.

      My scalp prickles like someone’s watching me, only it doesn’t feel like cameras or the auditorium full of parents. This feels like something else. Like I’m somewhere else. But that’s impossible.

      The air is suffocating. This darkness is almost tangible, like wherever I am is full of Imbalance. This isn’t funny anymore. Where are you, Victor?

      My heart races, beads of sweat form on my brow. Holding my hands out, I fumble forward reaching for a sim wall to orient myself, but instead of a wall, I hit something hard and lumpy. Lights flash. A white face, smeared in blood and half chewed scraps of flesh, is glaring at me.

      I scream, stumbling back, and hit a cold wall. Instinctively, I ball my fists, igniting them with electricity, and take a defensive stance: hands out; feet split; violet electricity pulsating around my hands.

      Panic grips my chest like a vice, but I manage to bark, “Stay back,” with as much authority as I can.

      The creature twists its head at a strange angle, like its spine isn’t quite connected and its deep red eyes narrow as it scans me up and down.

      “It’s definitely her,” it says, as a grin peels so far across its face I swear its lips aren’t attached. “Now we need to find him.”

      Everything goes black. I blink, and I’m standing in the sim next to Victor, the next simulation rippling into focus.

      “What the hell just happened?” I say.

      “What do you mean? The sim switched. I think this is the last one.”

      “Did you not…? Were you…?” I don’t finish my sentence because he is staring at me with a blank expression. Whatever happened to me, did not happen to him.

      “Forget it,” I say, and turn to the scene in front of us. The air is cold and crisp and makes it sharp to breathe. I’m grateful for the chill as it dries my sweat and slows my breathing.

      “I don’t understand it,” Victor says. He rubs his palm over his top knot, and then shoves both hands into his black trousers.

      We’re in a cemetery. Row upon row of neatly arranged tombstones dot the plush field. The sweet scent of flowers laid in respect of loved ones fills my nose and beneath us, is an empty grave. Placed on top of the grave’s blank tombstone is a hypodermic syringe with the word ‘cure’ written on it.

      “Something’s not right,” I say frowning and pick up the needle.

      As soon as it’s in my hand, the scene dissolves, and we reappear in the middle of a hospital ward. There are only two beds in here, and the body-shaped mounds under the covers look too small to be adults.

      “I hate hospitals,” I say. The stench of rubbery plastic and chemicals clings to your clothes for hours after you leave.

      I glance at the single syringe and back to the beds. Stepping closer, my stomach sinks; I was right. The beds contain identical twins: children.

      “It’s a choice,” I say. “One lives, one dies.”

      “Well, makes sense, I guess,” Victor says shrugging as if he couldn’t care less.

      “Maybe. I mean everything else has been about what we can do; this must be about how we reason.”

      He nods in agreement. But even as I say it there’s a gnawing in my gut; an itch I can’t quite reach.

      “Something’s not right. This is too easy.”

      “Maybe not,” he says, passing me the two medical charts from the ends of their beds. “Nothing between them. Their stats are the same.”

      “What about the CogTracker? What are the Balance readings?”

      Victor pulls out three black cogs joined by a pivot and flips them open. The first cog is a screen, which lights up as lines of text scroll down the page. The second cog is a Balance scanner, and the third is a keyboard.

      He hits a button, the screen goes dead, and the scanner flares to life. He waves it over both bodies and then holds the screen up to me.

      “Why am I not surprised?” Both twins are equally matched for Balance and Imbalance. There’s nothing between them to help us choose.

      “This is ridiculous,” Victor says, “obviously, it doesn’t matter. We just have to choose. Give me the needle; I’ll do it.” He reaches out to grab the needle, but I step back. My boots clunk against the lino floor, making the distance I put between us awkward and stilted. Victor’s jaw clenches.

      “Give me the syringe, Eden.”

      “Just wait a minute. Let’s think about this. What sim is ever that simple? Especially the last sim of our finals.”

      His lip quivers like a snarl is simmering.

      I tilt my head at him, “Come on. Be reasonable. Remember what we promised each other?”

      His black eyes harden, a steely look washing over him.

      “The twins are matched perfectly. There’s no difference in Balance levels, nothing. This isn’t a real choice because it obviously doesn’t matter. We just need to save a life and get out of here.”

      Something he says clicks. I replay his words, ‘This isn’t a choice because it doesn’t matter.’ My eyes widen. He’s right; this isn’t a choice. There’s nothing between them on the tracker, nothing to differentiate in their medical stats and they’re identical twins. Every sim so far has tested our ability to realign or remove Imbalances. Somewhere in the patterns, there’s been a clue for us to find; enough Imbalance to weight fate in one person’s favor or not. But there’s nothing between these two. It’s unheard of, but maybe we’re not meant to make a choice. Our whole lives we’ve trained to keep fate, but what if this time, we can’t?

      “I know wh…” I say, but Victor lunges at me, and I’m so lost in the realization of what we have to do, I don’t see him coming. He knocks my shoulder sending me tumbling to the floor. The syringe flies out of my hand and straight into his.

      “Wait,” I say, scrambling to my feet. “Victor, just wait….”

      He pulls the cap off the syringe and hovers over the twin nearest us.

      “When are you going to learn, just because you’re part of the First Family, doesn’t mean you’re always right.”

      I put my hand out as if that will stop him, “This isn’t about us…We’re not meant to…”

      But he doesn’t wait for me to finish. He plunges the needle into the closest twin’s neck.

      “…Choose,” I shout, but it’s already over: the sim dissolves, and the door opens.
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        ‘The First Family of the East shall rule Trutinor.’

        

        Fifth Law, The Book of Balance

        

      

      

      The holding area, despite being full of my classmates, is gray and silent like the air has been sucked out and we’re walking into the vacuum that’s left. Maybe it’s not the room at all but me. Worry over the consequences of Victor’s mess up is making me breathless. Father’s right, I should never trust Victor. I can’t believe I thought he would work with me. Now, because of him, both of us will fail our finals. How are we meant to be Bound if he can’t even keep a simple promise to work with me?

      Several eyes glance at us as we walk, four feet apart, into the seating area. Victor doesn’t speak to me, or look at me, or even acknowledge me. He knows he screwed up, but instead of just admitting it, and apologizing, he stalks over to his friend, Trat Riplock - a wolf Keeper.

      Trat’s father, Obert is the head of ‘The Second’ of six Houses in the North. Which makes Obert a member of The Six - an elite fighting group responsible for policing Trutinor – it also gives Trat a chip on his shoulder that rivals Victor’s.

      Chairs line the walls and fill the room in neat little rows like dominoes ready to be knocked over. Two ominous screens hang on the back wall, one projecting the final couple in testing, Rita Runskall and Tiron Galsworthy, Keepers from the East and South. The other screen contains only a heading ‘FINAL SIM RESULTS’ and a blinking caption beneath it, ‘COMING SOON.’ I watch Rita and Tiron’s sim noting that it looks nothing like the horror show we just experienced.

      Tearing my eyes away, I scan the room, eventually spotting my best friend, Bo.

      “He’s an ass, Eden,” she whispers, as I reach her. She gives Victor a pointed glare. “Sometimes I don’t understand how I’m even related to him. Look, you nailed all the other sims,” she says, waving a dismissive hand in his direction, “and it was obvious you knew the answer in the hospital even though my idiot brother didn’t. And if I could see that, the professors will have seen it too. It’s going to be fine. Trust me.”

      She forces her bright red lips into a smile. But I’m too deflated to be positive, so I slump in the seat next to her. She twirls her white ponytail around her fingers and blinks at me. I know what she’s thinking because it’s what I’d be thinking in her position. Will this be one of those times when our families’ history gets in the way of our friendship? It won’t. Like always, she’s already taken my side. Even when I broke Victor’s arms, she said he deserved it because Mustard was an innocent dog. If we do fail our finals, it’s on Victor’s head, not hers.

      She reaches in her bag and pulls out a cog shaped mirror and her signature red lipstick. I bet she applies five more layers before Rita and Tiron are even out of their sim.

      I smile as she plasters makeup on. Despite looking like a doll with porcelain skin and pin-straight hair, if you messed with Bo, she’d cut you and leave you for dead without so much as a backward glance. That’s what I love about her most. She cares more about keeping the Balance than being a Fallon. Both of us would give up our royalty in a second if it meant we could be Keepers on the frontline. I fire Victor a glance, he’s pulling and pushing at his paw-knuckles. His trace must hurt. I get eye ache sometimes from the change in my irises too, I guess it’s the consequence of magic binding to our essence.

      “Well, at least if you and Kato come top of the class, our head boy and girl at Stratera Academy will be hot badasses instead of a scruff bag and scrawny wolf.”

      She peers over the mirror and raises a perfectly penciled eyebrow. “Would you stop. It’s going to be fine. Besides, you’re like twenty points clear at the top of the class scoreboard anyway. It would take a miracle for me and Kato to beat you now.”

      The screens on the wall go blank. Rita and Tiron walk in, and all eighty-seven Keepers in my year group take a collective breath.

      I sit up, and this time the air really has disappeared from my lungs. All eyes are on the screens. No one moves. No one even blinks. The ‘COMING SOON’ caption is still flashing. Only now the motion has slowed as if it’s teasing us. It flickers, once. Twice. Three more times, then it disappears. Bo grabs my arm, her nails digging into my flesh as hard as mine cut into the seat.

      I glance at Victor; he looks how I feel. His usually white skin is a sickly shade of yellow and a sheen of sweat covers his forehead. He has to pass, he just has to. Because if he fails, so do I.

      Under the squeeze of Bo’s fingers a rapid heartbeat thuds. I’m not sure if it’s hers or mine. Victor must know I’m looking at him because he squirms and looks everywhere except at me. I refuse to turn away and make this easy on him. My whole future is on that board, resting in his actions. What if I’ve failed? What if I can’t fulfil my duty as a Fallon because he screwed up? I can’t look. I can’t even breathe for fear of throwing up. And then the results appear.

      Bo draws a sharp breath.  Victor’s mouth falls slack, and eighty-seven students turn to look at me. Victor stands. My eyes are glued to him as his chair scrapes along the floor, screeching. I know, with all certainty, we’ve failed. He made us fail. At last, he looks at me; it’s a hard stare that penetrates my skin. Then, he spins on his heel and storms out of the room, slamming the holding room door so hard, the pane of glass shudders.

      Arsehole.

      I turn to the screen and my mouth gapes open.

      “I don’t understand,” I whisper to Bo, “that’s impossible.”

      Something must be wrong. My name is at the top of the pass list with the highest score. Victor should be right next to me. But he isn’t. He isn’t anywhere on my list. I look at the second screen and there, at the top of the fail list, is his name.
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        ‘Only the worthiest students shall be trained.’

        

        By-Law 12 – The Book of Balance

        

      

      

      I can’t dance. Like, really can’t dance. This isn’t one of those left feet, bad dad-dancing things either. There is something wrong with my DNA. Put me in a training ring, and I’ll fight like a tornado. But put me on a dance floor, and my body ceases to function, let alone obey ballroom commands.

      Every day for the last six weeks Professor Nyra’s drilled our class on the formal ‘acceptance to Stratera Academy’ dance. But at the end of every session Nyra’s had a red face and been muttering things at me in an old Trutinor language. And I’m pretty sure whatever she’s said isn’t becoming of an etiquette tutor.

      Nyra’s pressed, green sorcery robes swish behind her as she strides up and down the corridor outside the West’s Great Hall inspecting my class. Because I somehow came top of the class, I am last in line and last to enter the hall. Nyra pauses in front of me, looks me up and down, purses her lips and walks on.

      I give Bo a sideways glance, and she smirks. We both went for the unconventional choice. Something Nyra and our parents disagreed with. Instead of wearing ball gowns smothered in diamonds and jewelry, as a Fallon should, we’re wearing the same formal uniform as the rest of our Keeper classmates. When we walked in, Nyra’s face went white, then a rich shade of plum as she mumbled something about outrage and bloody Fallons. Bo and I prefer to think of it as a protest against not being allowed to serve on the front line with our classmates. Once we’re Bound tomorrow, even though we’re attending Stratera Academy, Fallon duties will begin which means we’ll only get the boring, difficult cases that last forever and where nothing ever happens - typical Council work.

      Bo’s wearing the Shifter Keeper’s uniform: black trousers and smart shirt with a full-length cape lined in fur and embossed with the Northern State’s wolf symbol, and of course, she's wearing her signature red lipstick. I’m in fatigue trousers and a high collared violet shirt with no sleeves. It’s the same color as my eyes and the circular symbol of the East with the four elements we control: earth, air, fire, and water, emblazoned in gold over the right breast.

      “Where is Victor?" I mouth at Bo.
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