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        For you, because you came on the journey with me.
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            BREAKING NEWS

          

        

      

    

    
      “Good morning, Trutinor. This is Tarkin Tavas reporting for CogNews TV. We interrupt your regular viewing schedule to bring you an urgent broadcast.”

      Tarkin adjusts his tie and clears his throat.

      “It is with a deep sadness that I have to report the death of a dearly loved Fallon. Trey Luchelli, Siren Fallon of the South, was tragically killed last night. Early investigations suggest there was a disturbance at Stratera Academy involving the mysterious Door of Fates. Eyewitnesses report the silver door was obliterated. There was movement in and out of the Door, but it’s unclear who came through. What we do know, is that the Last Fallon did not return through the door, as myth and prophecy would have us believe was the Door’s intended purpose. However, rumors suggest another crossed.

      CogNews interviewed several eyewitnesses who all report both the First Fallon and Fallon East were injured during the events. Reports from Dryad City Hospital suggest the First Fallon is already recovering. Fallon East was unconscious when she was taken from Stratera, and no one has seen her since.”

      Tarkin pauses as a hand reaches out and gives him a sheet of paper. Tarkin reads, fidgets and then looks up at the screen.

      “It appears that a prophecy has been leaked to CogNews. We’re running it across the bottom of your screen now.”

      
        
        Where there is Balance, there is Imbalance.  

         

        The oldest law of the universe. 

         

        Two sisters. Two halves. One of light, the other of dark. Sisters born to protect the universe, sworn to keep it Balanced; equal parts, Balance to Imbalance. 

         

        Where there is Balance, there must be Imbalance. 

         

        But the sister of light will fail; in her search for Balance, she will create disparity in the universe. Bringing with it, not utopia but the crumbling of fabric between worlds and universal destruction.

         

        A new pair, one of the East and one of the South will be born, fated to be Bound and bring Balance to the universe once more: the First Couple, two halves of one soul. Equal parts Balance to Imbalance, light to dark, and able to Inherit power. Together they will unite with the sister of darkness and wage war on the sister of light. 

         

        But they will face a grave choice. Their decision will lead either to the defeat of the sister of light and restoration of Balance to all the realms or the end of the universe and all life within it.

      

      

      “This, of course, raises alarming questions. Both for the safety of our dear leader and God incarnate, the First Fallon, but also the legitimacy of this prophecy. Surely, given the untimely death of Fallon Luchelli, it no longer stands? Well, Keepers of Trutinor, this is a mystery. One we will, of course, continue to investigate. That’s it for today. I will bring you more information on the status of both The First Fallon and Fallon East along with any Dusting arrangements for Fallon Luchelli as soon as we have them.

      This is Tarkin Tavas reporting for CogNews TV on this very sad morning. Back to the studio.”
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        ‘Symptoms of Balancer Loss

      

      

      
        
        Early Symptoms

      

      

      
        	Loss of consciousness (temporary or permanent)

        	Convulsions and seizures

        	Acute, prolonged global pain

        	Death in some circumstances

      

      
        
        Prolonged Survivor Symptoms

      

      

      
        	Torn soul for the remainder of the living Balancer’s life until they pass and are reunited with their soul mate once more

        	Depression, loneliness, feelings of emptiness

        	Mood swings, poor judgement and self-destructive behaviors

        	Substance abuse

        	Abuse of Keeper powers, addiction to Siren compulsion—specifically, pain removal’

      

      Excerpt—The Journal of Dryadic Medical Healing
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        EDEN

      

      

      The darkness is violent.

      For a while, there’s nothing. The gloom slithers around me, a mass of writhing eels. It thickens to a pulp and coats my thoughts.

      I’m drowning.

      
        
        Sharp noises.

      

      

      
        
        Cuts of panic.

      

      

      Where fingers touch my skin, it burns like the kiss of a branding iron.

      
        
        Something rips.

      

      

      
        
        My insides pull apart.

      

      

      Pieces of me sear and spit fire like solar flares. I reach for the molten torture, but it shifts and moves.

      I float between moments of all-consuming agony and the solitude of nothingness. Time no longer exists. There is nothing and everything in an endless solitude. At some point, my body sinks into the soft sheen of silk covers and ambient warmth.

      Movement stops—the torment doesn’t.

      As I draw close to full consciousness, a variety of smells fill my senses. Spice, damp fabric, and the stick of generated heat. Later come the scents of smoking wood, hot broth and the cool, crispness of night air. I could be anywhere. But it doesn’t feel like home, it doesn’t feel like the Ancient Forest or the South.

      I continue to fall in and out of lucidity.

      Always alone.

      Chunks of me are missing.

      
        
        Hacked out.

      

      

      Tattered fragments of memories float through the sludge of my unconsciousness.

      Everything’s wrong. None of me fits together.

      My heart flutters; not with the tingle of love’s wings, but with an icy realization:

      I have to wake up, and when I do, Trey won’t be there.

      Somewhere out in the realm of the living, my name’s being sung. It tugs at my mind, dragging me through the coagulated mess of obscurity.

      I can’t wake up.

      
        
        I don’t want to.

      

      

      
        
        I’m not ready.

      

      

      If I wake up, I have to accept that Trey is dead.

      I push the tune of my name away until the voices grow quiet. I squeeze until the nothingness is complete; until eternity wraps its infinite arms around me and I stay in the last moment with him.

      Sepia color runs through my mind, rushing and pulling me to that memory. The Obex colosseum ruins build themselves back together, brick by broken brick. This was our goodbye. I cradle the memory like oxygen, even though reliving it tears off a fresh piece of me every single time. This is all I have left of him. I need to keep it, even if it hurts.

      Stone slabs and pillars fly over our heads and smash against the ruins. Twisted sisters—The First and Last Fallon—fight around us, destroying Obex and slicing each other up. We will die in their crossfire if we don’t get out of the colosseum. Trey is staring at me with that crooked smile. Beneath his softness, he’s shivering—it terrifies me.

      “I love you, Eden. Only you. Always you,” he says.

      “Trey. Stop. You’re talking like this is the end, that this is goodbye.”

      He closes his eyes and touches his forehead to mine. “It’s time,” he says. I can still smell him; the scent of frankincense and summer. I realize now, this was the moment he knew it was goodbye. He lowers the barrier, protecting me from his emotion—just a fraction—enough that the river of his love flows into my ribs and swallows my heart whole. Under the river is a trembling current. He’s afraid, and so am I.

      “Kiss me first,” I say, gripping his shoulders till my knuckles whiten. “Kiss me like everything’s going to be okay.”

      He does.

      This is where I want the memory to stop. Where I want my mind to wrap me, safe in a single eternal moment: Trey and I, surrounded by flying slabs and exploding magic. One last blissful second of his lips on mine.

      But it doesn’t stop. The memory continues, even though I beg and plead with my brain to stay in his embrace.

      “I love you, Trey, in this lifetime and all the lifetimes to come,” I say.

      Then the world shifts, tilts, and ruptures in red. My arms are suddenly cold, my lips alone.

      Trey

      
        
        is

      

      

      
        
        gone.

      

      

      My dream is coated in darkening rouge, my face splattered with his blood. The glint of silver protrudes from his neck. All of it ricochets like an echo.

      Trey’s body.

      
        
        The knife.

      

      

      
        
        Victor.

      

      

      Blood.

      So much blood everywhere.

      The vision shudders, the memory fades. When it settles, I know I really am dreaming because Trey stands before me. I can’t see his face, but there’s no question he’s staggering through cobbled streets. The dimness of twilight makes it hard to focus. Dark red crusts the side of his throat, shoulder and ribs. The knife has vanished. Trey stumbles, corrects himself, and pushes forward across a park and toward a set of abandoned houses.

      My heart flutters, a faint breath of hope. Maybe I can reach him. As soon as I think it, I’m yanked back.

      There’s movement. A shadow passes over me, washing in and out of focus; it’s following him. A sound beats, echoing around us. Loud, thudding roars. A heart thudding. I bellow Trey’s name. No sound appears. The harder I scream, the further away he moves. My chest clamps, the final shred of hope extinguishing. The dream funnels into a pinpoint, vanishing as I’m dragged back to consciousness. I’m not ready. I can’t wake up because if I do, the only thing I’ll find is a heart full of shadows and a soul full of scars.

      Trey is dead.

      Victor killed him.

      And now he has to pay.
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      My lids peel open. I expect to see an empty room. I don’t. Pressed against my cheek is a set of bare toes. I recoil, wrinkling my nose. We’re surrounded by tarpaulin, its muted colors ripple and shudder in the breeze. Muffled voices drift in from outside. I shift position. The foot shoves my face as its owner sits bolt upright.

      “Eww. Jesus, Kato.”

      His head is on the end of the bed. One of his arms and his other leg hang off the side of the mattress. His remaining foot is still on my pillow. I smack it off, immediately regretting it as a sharp stab shoots through my hand.

      Kato’s blond hair is strewn across his face. He looks ridiculous, and I’m sure the crusty flakes beneath his lips are the remains of dried drool.

      I blink, and giggle. I can’t help myself. It bubbles up and over.

      “Look at the state of you,” I gasp between laughs.

      “You haven’t seen yourself yet.” He dissolves into a snuffled laughter too.

      We both sit there giggling. It builds and builds and builds. And then it ruptures into hysteria. Instead of laughing, I’m crying. Giant sobs that cleave my ribs in two and squeeze my lungs until I’m suffocating.

      Kato’s eyes well up. He reaches out, pulls me into his arms, gripping so tight I’m sure he’ll break what’s left of me. No matter how tight he holds, or how loud I moan, we stay there clinging to each other. I scream and cry and whimper. Then I do it all over again. I hate myself for being so weak, but I plead between the sobs. I plead with Kato, with the Balance, even with myself. Three desperate words claw at my atoms.

      Bring him back.

      Every time I utter it, instead of bringing me comfort, it carves me into unfamiliar pieces; all of them with frayed edges and broken corners that don’t fit together—that fall through my fingers like crumbs. I’m damaged, there’s no fixing me. The missing parts are long gone. Lost. Dead.

      No, they’re not dead.

      Trey is.

      Kato stays quiet. Although, he too is crying. Drips of his salty tears coat my shoulder and leave it cool and damp. Eventually, my voice runs out of sound and I’m consumed by overwhelming emptiness.

      I find my voice. “I’m sorry.”

      “For crying? Don’t be stupid, Eden. Why do you think I’m here?” Kato clutches my hand.

      “You’ve lost your brother, too.”

      He stares at the window.

      “Are you okay?” I ask.

      “Not really. But what am I meant to do? The Council has already instated me as Siren Fallon of the South. I’ve had some duties and all sorts of shit I’d rather not be doing.”

      He takes a breath and turns to me. “It was never meant to be me doing this stuff.”

      His expression glazes over. After a pause, he gives me a weak smile.

      “Obviously my tousled blond locks and boyish good looks scream loved and adored monarch. But…” His voice fades.

      “But it should have been Trey?”

      He squeezes his eyes shut tight. We’re silent for a while, then I frown. “What do you mean ‘already’ instated? How long have I been unconscious?”

      Kato looks up, his expression soft. “Three weeks… We weren’t sure if you would make it. It was bad. You were bad. The world outside is fucking bad. I’ve stayed here where I can in amongst Stratera and Fallon duties.”

      “I didn’t realize it had been so long.”

      “You were in a coma. They kept you alive using some stasis bubble. The engineering behind it is actually pretty fascinating.”

      His face twitches like he wants to vomit engineering geek on me. He doesn’t. I’m grateful.

      “Two days ago, your vitals stabilized. The doctors were confident you’d wake up on your own, so they removed you from stasis.” His eyes glisten. The tears make the blue sparkle just like Trey’s. Mine are raw and burning, but no more tears come.

      The fabric door ripples, a Keeper enters carrying a clipboard and a bag of liquid. “Oh, you’re awake. Excellent. No need for this, then.” She pops the bag into her coat pocket. “I’ll just check your vitals and fetch the doctor. Good morning, Fallon Luchelli.”

      Kato nods to her as she fusses with a tall metal frame holding other bags of liquid attached to me via copious amounts of wires. The frame looks more like a hat stand than anything. She takes my blood pressure, listens to my chest, notes down some numbers and then pulls a needle out of my hand, disconnecting me from the liquids and wires.

      It hurts. I wince. Rubbing my bruised hand. The longer I’m awake, the more I’m aware my entire body is aching. My muscles are on fire, my chest is tight. My head groggy. I glance around the room again and realize I’ve been here before. Everything is familiar. The strange fabric room. The rebels kidnapped and brought me here last summer.

      “Definitely on the mend, Fallon East,” the doctor says.

      “Really? I feel about as far from on the mend as you can get.”

      “Yes, well. You lost your… But, anyway. It’s going to take some time. The good news is your vitals are strong. I’ll send the doctor in shortly. Do you wish me to notify anyone?”

      “I’ll do that,” Kato says.

      “As you wish.” As she leaves, a cacophony of noise pours into the room, but it vanishes as the fabric door closes.

      Kato squeezes my hand. “I should leave you to rest. I have to tell everyone you’re up.”

      “Wait. Why here? Why are we in the rebel camp? You’re not even freaking out. I didn’t think you knew about the rebels.”

      “It’s been a long three weeks. Things are… different now. After they took you in the mountains a few weeks ago, it appears the rebels continued watching you. You’re important to them, it seems. And holy Balance, they have people everywhere. Literally everywhere. Their infrastructure is so much bigger and more established than the Libra Legion. It’s frankly quite impressive. Their men were in Stratera when everything kicked off and they got you out. It’s not like you could have gone to Dryad City Hospital, anyway. She was taken there.”

      Of course she was.

      “Is she…?”

      “Alive, unfortunately. The First Fallon is lying ‘lower than normal’ but she’s been on CogNews spilling bullshit and lies. And we’re all convinced she’s causing bigger problems. But those are problems for another day.”

      “Problems?”

      Kato hesitates. “The number of skirmishes and attacks has increased significantly since the Door of Fates. Like… It’s really not good out there, everything is falling apart. We’ve not been able to attribute it to the First Fallon, but there are weather changes. Arden said the Guild is investigating, but things are rough. There’s so much unrest, the Council are losing their minds.”

      “But you think it’s her causing the problems?”

      He nods. My eyes darken.

      “I’m going to kill her,” I say, putting as much venom in my words as I can. Kato raises an eyebrow.

      Kato rolls his neck before picking up his CogTracker.

      “I mean it, Kato. Trey shouldn’t have died. And I don’t mean that because we love him. If our fate is predetermined by the Balance, then he shouldn’t have been able to die. Not with the prophecy.”

      Kato puts his CogTracker down, “Okay, I’m listening.”

      “If Trey shouldn’t be dead, then it means Cecilia is lying. If our fate isn’t predetermined or only determined in part, then she’s got to be brought to justice. Victor might have been the one to stab Trey, but the First Fallon orchestrated it. Everything bad that’s happened. She’s behind it.”

      Kato rubs his chin. His gaze is off somewhere in the distance. Then he nods, just once. “Okay. But not today and not right now.”

      And just as he says it, a wave of drowsiness descends over me. I yawn, all the venom and spite draining out of me. I’m exhausted even from the short chat.

      “Big god-killing plans are great, but first you need to sleep. Rest. Get better. I’ll be back in a bit.” He kisses my forehead, and I slump onto the pillow.
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      When I wake next time, the air feels thicker, warmer. Speckled sunset light dapples the floor from a fabric window flap. I, however, am frozen, even under the thick duvet. I pull it tight under my chin.

      “Good afternoon, sleepy,” Kato says.

      “You’re still here.”

      “Obviously.” Kato pinches the skin at his throat. “If you’d died as well… I…”

      “I’m still here.” I take his hand and squeeze it. The movement makes me wince. “I’m not going anywhere unless the pain kills me first.”

      Kato looks at the floor. “I know we shouldn’t, but I can’t stand seeing you like this. Do you want me to help?”

      “With the pain?”

      He can’t meet my eyes and we both know why. “No… That’s a bad idea,” I say.

      I shift, trying to reposition my body, but hot lances pour into my chest and I collapse where I am. It’s a terrible idea. Every inch of me knows I shouldn’t ask for his help. I’ve read the horror stories, the addicts who die from withdrawal instead of Balancer loss. Hell, I berated Trey constantly for what his Sirens did—removing or controlling emotions. But in this moment, I am weak; I am grieving, and I am in excruciating pain.

      “Perhaps once is okay,” I mumble into the covers.

      Kato slides his hands under my armpits and hoists me upright, leaning my back against the headboard. I bite down to stop a scream.

      “I think I need you to help more than I want you to,” I say through gritted teeth. “I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to get out of bed without pain relief. Even breathing hurts.”

      “Whatever it takes, I’m not losing you, too.” He reaches for my hand, pushing it out flat like I’m waving. “Ready?”

      His eyes lock onto mine. I nod and flinch as my neck spasms in protest.

      A spark of heat and power ripples between our palms. He slides his fingers through mine and a flood of cool energy washes over me. It’s like the silk slip of cold cream gliding down my throat. Where his palm meets mine, a layer of ice smothers the burning inside me. My eyes roll back, my breath heavy and rapid from the sudden relief. Oh, god, it’s euphoric. His hand slackens as if to let go. I grip harder, needing him to take more pain.

      “Don’t stop,” I breathe.

      I know it’s wrong. But at this moment, swimming in relief, I want him to take it all away. The soothing coats everything, cooling pain, hurt, the aching emptiness. Everything numbs under a blanket of nothing. And it is glorious. My mind clears, the fuzz of discomfort evaporates.

      I can’t believe I used to tell Trey how immoral it was to take someone’s emotion away. On and on I went at him. But this? Oh, I was wrong. So very, very wrong. This nothingness is ecstasy.

      I’m snapped out of my thoughts as Kato yanks his hand away. The murmurs of ache return instantly, albeit dulled for now. Kato’s eyes are wide. He’s panting as much as me. The throb of magic and emotion still shimmers around his fingers. Flecks of violet and purple light the space around his nails.

      He holds my gaze, “We shouldn’t—”

      “No. We shouldn’t.” But I don’t mean it because what he’s given me is everything. The air shifts between us. It’s stiff, awkward.

      “That was…” he starts. “You can’t get addicted.”

      I lean away from him, my skin crawling with the wrongness, the intimacy of what just happened. But wrapped deep inside my aching skin, my soul feels the pure clarity of respite. Kato is like my brother, but this reprieve is… It’s absolute. Is pain relief really so bad of a sin? Wouldn’t I heal quicker and more effectively if he helps?

      “I won’t get addicted.” The words trickle out, smooth and plump like a promise. Almost. “Half my soul has been severed. I promise not to ask often.”

      There it is, that word “promise.” Golden, full of hope and shine. I mean it too. He mouths, as if trying to swallow my words. He shakes his head like they don’t taste right.

      “Fine. But we need to be careful. Pain relief doesn’t last that long and I won’t be on tap for you. You’ll have to cope with some of this.”

      “Agreed.”

      “And whatever I take, I’m giving back when you’re stronger.”

      I shrug and shut my eyes. He could tell me the price was an arm or my magic for all I care. All I want to do is sink into the covers and sleep.

      “I mean it,” he barks. But it sounds like a whimper.

      “Mmm hmm. Agreed.”

      “You can’t heal properly if you can’t feel anything.”

      I peel open my eyes. He’s rolling his hands around, the lilac and black sparks twirl and spin and form a wispy ball. I stop dead. My heart seizes. Trey kept a ball of my emotions. There’s something unnerving about Kato rolling threads of my feelings around his fingers.

      “Okay,” I say.

      Seeing my pain, the ball of my emotions so blatant like that, makes the relief he’s given me a little less clean, and a little more dirty. I slide into the morsel of numb solace that’s left and close my eyes.
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      I must have fallen asleep again, because when I wake, the room is dim. Kato is still on the end of my bed. His CogTracker is open, and he’s tapping furiously at the keyboard. When he notices I’m awake, he pulls a tray of food over and places it on a stand over my lap.

      “You should eat.”

      I pick at the food, chicken that’s cooled and gone dry, some kind of neon liquid, fruit and nuts, but I start with the fruit. I still can’t believe I’ve been gone three weeks. That means… Oh.

      “I missed All Souls Night,” I say.

      Something inside me twinges, but I’m too numb to work out whether it was my heart or my body trying to heal.

      “Did you…? Did anyone see him?” I ask.

      All Souls Night happens twice a year during Trutinor’s summer and winter solstices. As we pass from one season to the next, there’s a small window of time where the fabric between all the worlds thins. If you’re lucky, the souls of your loved ones—the ones who haven’t passed on to their next life and still live in the Soul Sanctuary in Obex—appear like shadowy spirits. You don’t get long, a brief glimpse, and no one’s sure how aware the souls are. But it brings comfort to those of us left in Trutinor. I like to think of it as the Balance repaying Keepers for not being able to search Obex for our dead soul mates. We can’t find them till we die, but the Balance gives us a moment of connection, and comfort to keep us going.

      Kato bites his lip, his eyes watery. “I looked. Spent all night trying. He never came.”

      My fists curl around the duvet, smoke hisses from under my fingers.

      “Careful…” Kato says, pointing at my smoking hands. I take a breath and draw water into my palms, drenching the duvet and embers.

      “Hermia visited while you were asleep. She didn’t want to wake you, but she’ll be back. She hasn’t handled Trey dy—She’s not doing so well.” He jerks his thumb at the coffee table in the corner. There’s an empty bottle of whiskey and a single tumbler. “She’d want to know you’re awake.”

      “I can’t wait to see her. Where’s Bo?”

      He stiffens. “Do you remember what happened before?”

      I scan my memories, trying to put the scraps of events together. “We argued in Datch?”

      “You did.” He slides his CogTracker shut and discards it on the bed.

      I pick at a few pieces of chicken, trying to pull the memories of our fight to the surface.

      “I honestly thought she’d let go of what we did to Victor.”

      “You two never really talked about it.”

      “I can’t believe I threw the fact she was partially responsible for my parents’ deaths in her face.” I rub my hands, my skin itches.

      “She wasn’t.”

      “I know,” I breathe. “That was all on them.”

      “Eden darling, you made a mistake. Whether you thought she was okay or not, you weren’t there for her while she was recovering from losing her leg.”

      The strain of remembering etches memories and hurt into wrinkles.

      “You’re right. I should have been there for her.”

      “You should.”

      “I was so wrapped up with Victor. And… And she looked like she had it together.”

      “She did. She’s good at hiding how she feels. Even I have trouble working her out and I’m a bloody Siren Fallon.” He pauses, his voice softens. “She’s been here, you know. Spent almost as much time here as me, but—” He gesticulates, wafting his hand in the air.

      “But she’s still pissed at me?”

      “Essentially.”

      My lips press together. I can’t lose anyone else in my life, least of all Bo.

      “She’ll forgive you. If I wasn’t Bound to her, I swear you two would be soul mates. You’ve been there for each other through everything. In fact, I should tell her you’re awake and ready for visitors.”

      I have to make it up to her, no matter how angry she is with me. Kato is right, and I don’t want our friendship to change now.

      “What about Titus? Is he okay? What with Nyx…?”

      Kato rummages around the duvet for his CogTracker. He opens it and a dozen messages ping in.

      “Shit. I have to go. Siren duty calls. There’s a bodyguard outside if you need anything. Donald? Dennis? Do… something?”

      My chest tightens. “Hang on, if you’re instated as Siren Fallon, then… did I miss Trey’s Dusting?”

      Kato shifts position, leans against the bed’s footboard, and runs his fingers through his hair. How can two brothers be so similar and yet so different?

      Kato has the same jaw line, only softer than Trey’s. In fact, everything about Kato is softer than Trey. His hair a smidgen fluffier, his skin a fraction smoother, his stubble a shade lighter.

      He gets off the bed and pulls the duvet up and closes the fabric window flap. What evening light there was, vanishes. I glance at Kato’s back. Remembering the moment I saw Trey standing in the same position in his bedroom. The curtains were open and his scars—the ones the First Fallon gave him—on display. The memory sets loose another ache, another hole, another reminder I’m alone. And another reason she needs to die.

      Kato turns, his face narrows. I tilt my head, scanning his expression.

      “You need to sleep. Tomorrow we can go through more. But today, you take it easy.”

      “Kato. Just tell me, did I miss the Dusting?”

      He hesitates, his attention shifts to the door.

      “You tell me or I’m getting out of bed to wallop you, even if it puts me back in a coma.”

      His shoulders sag. “There hasn’t been a Dusting yet,” he says, and a darkness passes over his face. He hardens, a rigid determination straightening his back.

      “Why not?”

      “There was no body. We never found Trey.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        RIP Trey Luchelli, 11th April, 1998 - 1st October, 2017
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        TREY

      

      

      I feel everything.

      Eden used to joke that for a Siren king, I behaved like I was dead on the inside. She said I refused to feel things; I pushed them away. Sure, I might control my feelings, extract them, examine them, store them away for safekeeping—but isn’t that what Sirens are supposed to do? No, Eden was wrong.

      I feel everything, I always have.

      And dying is excruciating.

      Where Victor cut my throat, heat coils around my neck like a fiery noose. Embers flake and lance hot spears into my skin. It’s torture and makes what the First Fallon did to me as a child look like a cocktail hour in Siren City.

      I’m dead, or I think I am. I’m lying in the colosseum ruins, my blood flowing between the rubble and cracks, my body tearing into a thousand fragments. Each one a shattered sliver of my life: regrets, moments not felt, hurt.

      Eden.

      Always Eden.

      Every limb, cell, and ounce of me is in agony. But why am I still in pain? I thought everything stopped after you died. Victor nicked my carotid artery, I should be dead, but the burn of blood loss still tingles in my neck. In fact, if I’m dead, why is my blood oozing at all?

      I fumble with my arms, trying to locate the sensations of my limbs. When my fingers twitch in response, I slip my hand under my vest to check for a beat. I’m greeted with silence. No thump, no rise and fall—quiet.

      So, I am dead.

      Moving makes my body burn hot like molten lava, liquid pustules of anger and violence spitting and cracking inside me. I want to use my Siren power to take out the pain.

      I need to understand it.

      I have to control it.

      But I can’t. It’s buried so deep inside me I can’t reach it. A scream erupts from my chest. I claw at my skin, trying to pull the monster out. But there is no monster, just my soul desiccating until all I am is another broken slab in amongst the decayed colosseum.

      I’m splayed across the dust and stone of Obex’s ruins long enough, the icy stone leeches the warmth from my skin along with the blood. Long enough, the unstable ground in Obex shifts and moves beneath me. Long enough that sandstone and concrete slot together, creating new, foreign ground. When the assault is over and our Binding is broken, I’m delirious. But more than anything, I’m empty. I can’t feel her—Eden’s gone. I’m carved up. Nothing left but scraps and bone shards.

      An awful realization crawls into my consciousness—I’m stuck in Obex—the world between. Home to the lost, broken and dead. Isn’t that what Rozalyn said? I died, so now I wait for Eden to live out her life until we can move on to our next life together. Aren’t I meant to be in Obex’s Soul Sanctuary? I thought that’s where Keepers went to wait until their Balancers can meet them. My body shakes in prolonged juddering convulsions, a dull throb settles over me. I try to move, but my neck convulses and warmth oozes over my collarbone. Nausea rolls around my stomach like a cannon waiting to explode. I try to lift myself up, but my head is thick with the woozy swim of death’s hangover.

      Knots form in my chest as images of Eden’s lilac eyes, her curves, and her desert-olive skin float through my mind. I squeeze my eyelids shut and do what I invariably do when things hurt; block it out, push it away and bury it where I can’t sense it… Okay, fine. Maybe Eden had a point.

      No matter how much I push it away, though, my heart can still sense it. Despite its stillness, emotion screams and thunders inside my torso like a vicious hurricane.

      The thud, thud, thud grows more insistent until it crescendos to a roar and ricochets around my body. Groans escape as I roll into the fetal position; I need to move; I can’t stay here forever. Obex is full of nightmares and darkness. I don’t want to become one of them.

      When the aching eases, I haul myself to my feet. Every movement is greeted with searing spasms.

      I puke, though it’s more of a retch as there’s nothing left to throw up.

      The shadows between the pillars and surrounding buildings wriggle with things I can’t see. My skin prickles and my hand slides to my throat, instinct kicking in. I have to find something to cover the wound. While it weeps blood, I’m in danger. There are far too many demons that would find a freshly severed artery, a delightful snack. I scan the area for a weapon, something—anything—I can use to defend myself. It’s inevitable—I’m dinnertime, Obex’s freshest meat.

      My head is dizzy, my vision glazed. I don’t understand why I’m still in pain. Is this what happens to all dead people? Do I have to carry my fatal wounds around for eternity?

      I walk—although it’s more of a stagger—out of the colosseum; I have to grip pillars and slabs to steady myself.

      Progress is slow, labored, and full of stifled moans and bitten down screams. Anchors of loss tether my limbs in reluctance. But slow as I am, I eventually leave the colosseum and after a glacial age, I reach what I think is the outskirts of Obex city.

      Stained cream and white townhouses stretch down mile-long streets. Once, these towering streets were decadent, marble columns support generous porches. But all the Imbalance Keepers send here has decayed Rozalyn’s world. In front of the porches, iron railings stand guard, their filigree spikes a warning to outsiders—outsiders like me. Covering the decadence is a thick coating of mold, blackened marks pattern walls, and the iron railings are flaking and rusted. A pungent stench fills the air and the further I walk, the stronger the aroma gets. Obex stinks of decay mixed with something so strong and metallic it clings to my tongue: blood. I didn’t smell it when I came here with Eden. But I suppose I was still alive then.

      I wander for what seems like hours, but could be minutes, and with each step, I’m a little more uneasy. Every so often, the ground shifts and moves underfoot. Streets I’m certain I’ve walked past reappear, making my grasp on reality slip further away. Hermia told me that Obex was a maze designed to disorient and confuse the dead; make them submissive and compliant to the Last Fallon—she was right.

      I lean against a set of railings. This street looks just like all the others. I swallow hard. The first flutter of panic simmers in my gut. Taking a breath, I push it away—I can do this, I just have to stay in control.

      Emotions have their own scent—fear more so than the rest. The blood dribbling down my throat is enough to attract demons; I need not add a bitter reek on top.

      I glance up, looking for the moon or the sun, anything to help orientate me. But the sky is just as treacherous as the earth. Smoky oranges and dusty pinks streak the perpetual twilight. I have no idea if it’s morning or evening. I grip the railing hard. The skin on my palm pulls against the metal, but the pinch calms me; almost like being alive.

      Time, too, it seems, is as fickle as everything else. As the streets move, they elongate into eternity. Another trick, one of Rozalyn’s delightful reminders of your fate. Every second that drains away, her message beats:

      You can’t escape.

      You’re trapped.

      Alone.

      Your only comforts are the memories of the things you love most. Things that are gone.

      A line of cold sweat slides down my back. I need somewhere to rest. Halfway up the street, I spot a darkened patch. As I inch closer, I realize it’s an alleyway.

      Only an idiot would walk through a dark alleyway in a world LITERALLY filled with monsters.

      I step forward and topple. The ground shifts, the alleyway vanishes, and I’m left standing in a quiet street.

      A park with corroded climbing frames lies empty. On the other side is a row of equally empty houses. Outside, one is a sign that creaks and swings over the door. It’s too faded and filthy to read.

      I head toward it. If it has a sign, maybe it sold things once. There might be some old supplies I could use. As I reach the door, I’m aware the air has stilled. Even the shadows seem silent. It makes me uneasy.

      As I push open the door, it creaks and cries with neglect. The walls in the entrance hall thrum. Dodgy electricity, I assume. The thought reminds me of Eden, the way the air is alive around her. The place is empty except for the darkness that shrouds the walls like a cloak. I throw a last glance behind me. When I’m certain I’m not being followed, I step inside. On the right is an enormous round desk littered with papers, some notebooks and a couple of rows of seating. I grab one of the notebooks and a few half-blunt pencils and shove them deep into my trouser pockets. Nothing else is useful, so I continue along the hallway and roam deeper into the darkness.

      Debris decorates the floor like a mural: iron bars, flails, handcuffs. The deeper I go, the more torture devices scatter the carpet.

      Fuck.

      The buzz of electricity fades, leaving the crunch of glass under my boots. As I move through the hall, the air stales; even the ghosts have abandoned it. I shiver, but keep going. No matter what, I need to stitch my neck so I can find somewhere to hide without being eaten.

      A door hangs off its hinge. I push it open. Unlike the front door, it’s silent as it yawns wide: death has already taken it. There’s a switch on the wall. I hesitate before flicking it. Can you electrocute a dead man? Nothing can be as painful as having my soul ripped in two; I turn it on.

      This room is more of a mess than the hall. There’s a long chair with handcuffs on either side. I pause, tingles fill my gut. This is not a room I want to be in.

      Patches of black and brown smear the chair’s ripped plastic fabric. An ominous round light hangs from the ceiling, its half dozen eyes all struggling to blare to life. I stare at it; I swear the bulbs size me up, wondering if they can devour me like they have everything else.

      The rest of the room is empty except for a set of drawers and a sink against one wall. I turn the tap on. It judders and splutters, spitting out brown liquid. I open the drawers, searching for something to close my cut. But most of them are empty apart from rust-crumbs and unidentifiable scraps of something that once lived. The next set of draws have dozens of metal knives and sharp objects.

      What the hell is this place?

      I pull open the next drawer and smile. A single needle rests inside, rusted and blunt, but a needle nonetheless. I take it and keep searching. My scavenging leads to a half-opened bandage that’s not even remotely sterile and a short piece of metal thread. Not ideal, it will hurt like a bitch, but better than being a demon appetizer.

      Attached to the ceiling light is a mirror on a long arm. I pull it and the light and perch on the long chair. When I’m convinced it won’t collapse, I shuffle onto it and position the mirror in front of my neck.

      My gut twists at the sight of my throat. Layers of skin peeled back, wine-colored muscle and sinew mangled from Victor’s knife. Crusts of black and red paint the wound’s edge and a lazy flow of claret oozes out. I focus on the wound instead. My fingers skim over the shredded skin. The edges are soft compared to their grotesque appearance. A strange desire to poke the inside of my neck makes my fingers twitch. I leave the wound in case the bleeding worsens.

      I grab the pillaged needle and shove the metal thread through the eye and tie the end. I take a deep breath and plunge the needle into my skin. Sweat instantly pools on my forehead as I suppress a groan. My breathing races as if I still had a heartbeat. My fingers stick against each other as blood oozes around their tips. Gray spots smatter my vision, but I continue to sew stitch after stitch, each one burning like acid.

      As I tie the thread off, I notice the heart scar on my wrist. A remnant from an ancient Siren ceremony Eden and I took part in to protect the source of all our power: The Heart of Trutinor.

      I let my index finger slide over the scar. My eyes glaze over. The thudding I heard in the colosseum roars back to life. My finger attaches to my scar. Then, whatever breath I have left in my lungs vanishes.

      I feel her—Eden.

      Our connection, our Binding, I think. It’s weak, like a veil, but it’s there. It throbs, beat after beat, each one stronger than the last.

      I try to reach out to her, but the connection is so fragile, I’m afraid to break it.

      “Eden? EDEN?” I shout. But she can’t hear me.

      For a split second, the connection twitches, a soft static buzz, like she can sense me. My wrist burns. The heart-shaped scar each of us received swelling with heat.

      In my mind, I stretch out, desperate to touch her, to grasp her; to be whole. But like an illusion, the harder I stretch, the further away she gets.

      And then she’s gone.

      My eyes snap open, hot and stinging. Although my heart isn’t beating, my chest squeezes so tight it smothers my lungs. I can’t do this. How can I survive decades waiting for her here? I’ll drown in my own emotions.

      I shove the mirror away and flip my hand over. A speck of Dust appears in my palm. It grows and expands until it’s the size of a golf ball. The Dust ball spins and pulses, like it’s alive, and I guess, in a way, it is. It’s filled with memories and emotions, little slivers of life, some stolen, some given willingly. The memory ball was lilac for a while. I stole Eden’s memories to protect her. Now it’s maroon with only a hint of her lilac spinning through it—the only piece of her I have left are my memories. My breathing slows, calms and matches the ball’s slow, rhythmic spin. She will always be my anchor, even though our Binding is broken.

      My finger hovers over the top of the ball, coaxing out a speckled Dust-ribbon until it dances around my hand. It ripples and shudders, forming two figures. They spin atop the ball like ballerinas in a music box. Around them are Dust-trees and tiny flowers that blink in and out of focus as the ball spins. This is my most precious memory. It’s also my most painful one: our first kiss. I hold up the ball as The Pink Lake crystallizes. Dust-me places my hand against Eden’s cheek.

      “Wait…” she says, and places her hand on mine.

      “No. I don’t want to wait anymore; I love you. Only you. Always you.” I lean in, our breath mingling together, then I kiss her. The perfect memory, in the perfect place. The perfect kiss.

      Until I ruined it.

      Our figures spin on, she tells me it has to end, that we can’t keep this relationship going when I’m Bound to Evelyn. Her Potential announcement is in the morning—we both know it’s going to be Victor. My free hand balls, remembering the ache and shivers that bled from her heart into mine. My Siren powers are a gift poisoned by a curse. If I know what other’s emotions are, I can help them, heal them, or if I have to, hurt them. But that’s when I wish I couldn’t feel their emotions—not when it’s pain, and definitely not when I’ve caused it.

      I didn’t tell her, but I felt everything that night; she was in agony trying to say goodbye—to let me go. I knew before she said anything. Of course I did. I always know because Keepers, humans, people—they’re all the same. Their emotions leak out of them even when they try to hide it. It pours out of words, and chests and body language.

      I couldn’t bear it. So I did what I always did; I took it away.

      “This… Us… We can’t…” she says. She doesn’t finish the sentence, but she meant “love each other.” Back then, we didn’t know our fates connected. We were still the First Fallon’s puppets. We thought we’d won when we remade our Binding. What a fucking joke. We were always her puppets, and we still are—she won. We’re separated for who knows how many decades.

      Dust-me says, “I know, but I don’t want to be without you.” Then presses his lips to hers, kissing her with such intensity I remember thinking my heart would rip from my chest and crumble in my hands.

      “I’m sorry,” Dust-me whispers, and then I close my eyes and steal her memories.

      Every CogMail, every night at the Pink Lake, even that kiss. All of it. I recall the throb and flow of her memories into my essence as I drained her of the knowledge of me. Her Dust-face slackens, the hurt I’d caused dissolving into darkness.

      The memory is almost over. Dust-me slips into the trees behind Eden. She drags herself toward Keepers school, sobbing; her heart knows why, but her mind has forgotten. As she disappears into the tree line, the ball of her memories presses as heavy in my hand as the tears in my lids.

      I shut my hand, making our Dusty figures disappear. Breathe deep, shut off. Push the hurt, longing, and love away, pouring everything into the familiar black hole: the vault. I carved it inside the innermost reaches of my mind; it hides the Imbalance. It also hides the things that hurt the most.

      Something clatters in the hallway. My blood turns to ice. I snap the needle off, shove the bandage over the wound, and move toward the door. I place my back against the wall. Why didn’t I notice any emotions creeping in? I should have paid more attention.

      I inch my head around the frame and freeze.

      Millimeters from my face are a set of eyeless sockets staring at me. Before I have time to react, he yanks his veiny skull back and smashes his head into mine. I fly backward, crashing against the chair and scattering debris everywhere. As my vision spots, the demon marches in, robes fluttering around him, and grabs my ankle, dragging me out of the room. I cling to consciousness and push myself up as he hauls me down the hall. I grab his wrist. He stops and snaps his head around. His skull-face is skinless and eyeless, and yet, I am certain; he rolls his eyes at me.

      “Rozalyn wants a word,” he growls. His mouth and jaw don’t move.

      What the fuck?

      Then he punches me in the temple.

      As I lose consciousness, he throws me over his shoulder and grumbles, “Fucking Breathers.”

      Then the darkness takes me.
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        ‘After the Mermaid-Siren war was over, it is said the First Fallon cradled the lifeless body of her daughter Karva on the sandy shores of Siren beach. She cried for seven days and seven nights, praying to Balance for her daughter to breathe again. When the eighth day dawned, and Karva was still limp, the First Fallon grew vengeful. As punishment for killing her daughter, she cursed Aurora and all her kind from Trutinor soil—never again to roam the land. Aurora, scorned, banished and wounded from war, vowed to slay any Siren that dare trespass in her waters. For centuries the sea was filled with danger and the hushed whispers from sailors of screaming Sirens and bloodthirsty Merpeople. Fishing routes changed, lost, or ruined. Trade deals soured. Until one day, the ocean, sick of swallowing so much loss, bled red. The sky blistered, the sand and the waters all burned ochre, claret and crimson. And so the Blood Ocean was born and no Siren ever set foot in the waters again.’
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      The next morning, I wake and spot Kato asleep on the armchair in the corner.

      “Morning drooler,” I say.

      He rubs his face, and moves to the bed, clasps my hand and removes a slither of my pain. We stare at each other, breathless, awkward. Uncomfortable.

      “I have to go,” he says and vanishes before I can appease the situation.

      I lie back, trying to recall the night. Charlie, the Chief Dryad doctor usually found in the Ancient Forest, popped in periodically to take bloods and do various tests. Seemingly, he too is a rebel.

      For the most part, I slept and with no dreams of Trey. I’m not certain how I feel about that; at least when I was unconscious, I had fragments of him with me. Last night, I had nothing but blackness.

      Bo never appeared. Despite Kato saying he’d tell her I was awake. I’m not certain how I feel about that either.

      I sit up. The room is claustrophobic. I need to get out.

      There’s a wheelchair next to my bed. The doctors must have left it there. I haul myself slow and wincing into it and thank Balance the chair is Cog-driven. I flip one cog and it shunts toward the door. My torso flies forward, but I grip the chair and stay seated. My arms spasm for a minute, but when I’ve caught my breath, I’m ready to leave. Thank goodness Kato took some of my pain away or I’d never have made it into the chair, let alone to the door.

      “Okay, nice and steady, then.”

      I open the door and discover a man. “Oh.” He looks fresh, full of sun and energy, and his hair is wet. I suspect he’s only just come on shift. This must be who Kato meant.

      “Good morning, Fallon East. My name is Klein. I’m your temporary guard this morning. Dorian is in physio.”

      Not Dorian then. Klein is more meat than man. He’s a giant slab of a Keeper. Shoulders as wide as a train, face buckled and scarred. If he weren’t here to protect me, I’d be terrified. “I was just going for a walk… well, a wheel.”

      “Not a problem. I’ll stay a couple of paces behind.”

      I maneuver the wheelchair out of the fabric room and into the main thoroughfare. Window flaps are open in the fabric roof, and midmorning light streams through and onto the flooring, dappling the patterned carpets. Outside my room, there’s a collection of flowers, element orbs, and gifts. They stretch further than I can see, right to the end of the corridor. They must be from Elementals in the East. I wonder how they got here. Hermia perhaps, or maybe Kato. I crane my head up and breathe in the Eris mountain air. It’s cool and clean—city air is always thick and there’s a stale taste to it. This air is alive with wind crackling across craggy rocks, chilled snow flurries in the distance and the sharpness of air devoid of people breathing it.

      I glance left and right. Klein keeps a couple of paces back. Close enough to react quickly, just far enough I still feel free. I give him a tense smile. I’d rather be completely alone.

      The fabric corridors weave and stretch for miles through the mountain valleys. I find the central square. It’s bustling with stalls and food and people singing. A girl with raven dark hair spots me and waves. I squint and realize it’s Rita.

      She bounds over with open arms. Klein is on me in an instant.

      “It’s fine,” I say, waving him off. “She’s a friend.”

      Rita gives him some vicious side-eye and then grins at me. “Eden, you’re awake, thank Balance.”

      “Hey, Rita. How are you? I’d heard you made it here, okay?”

      “I did. Thanks to you and Bo. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate what you did for me. Giving me the supplies and staying quiet.”

      Just before the fight with Victor by the Pink Lake, Bo and I found Rita battered and bruised in the woods—her Balancer was beating her. She asked us to let her go because she wanted to find the rebels.

      “I’m just glad you’re safe. I know it’s completely your choice, but I’m here for you. If you… you know…” I say, unsure quite how to broach the subject. I don’t want to push her into anything that would make her uncomfortable.

      She smiles, her eyes light up. “Oh, don’t you worry. That bastard is going to get a very particular shade of comeuppance.”

      She leans in, hugs me, and then someone catches her eye on the other side of the square.

      “I have to bounce, but it was good seeing you, Eden. I’m so deeply sorry for your loss.”

      “Thank you,” I say and she leaves to meet her friend.

      I veer right back into the hospital wing, Klein silent on my heels. I can sense his presence in the air, the way it flows like water around his body, but he’s so quiet that if I wasn’t paying attention, I’d have forgotten he was there. Anatomical artwork adorns the corridors and rooms. Pictures of Keepers, essences, and even long-lost creatures like Mermaids. One Mermaid picture catches my eye. Her face is silvery, long shimmering hair the same sheen of metal down her back. Neck down, the artist has drawn skeleton and organs. It’s strange and morbid, but still beautiful. It’s titled: Matriarch of the Ocean.

      I continue down the walkways. The hospital area, while isolated away from civilization high in the Eris mountains, seems fully functional. I exit the patient ward and enter a longer corridor with various larger wardrooms peeling off.

      There’s a CogTV hanging on the wall. News broadcasts are pinging through and, shit, things are bad.

      Tarkin Tavas, infamous newscaster, appears on screen. His hair is slick, his teeth enormous and his ego ballooning over the screen.

      “Skirmishes have broken out on the borders at multiple locations. The North and East are suffering the worst outbreaks. But additional Alteritus outbreaks have been reported at the Southern and Western borders. Elana will bring you the details in a moment. Last—”

      I can’t bear to watch anymore. I had to deal with Alteritus outbreaks in the East not so long ago. It’s an illness of the Balance. Keepers, once infected, turn wild like chaos and fire. It’s ugly and, while treatable, can cause a lot of harm. I turn away and scan the corridor. At the end, is an enormous open area with apparatus and doctors and patients. I wheel down and into the space and watch for a while, realizing it’s a physiotherapy area. Most apparatus are made of woven wood and metallic cogs. There are patients on mats doing stretches, other’s arm exercises and some using odd bits of equipment.

      The scent of roasting chicken drifts into the room and the place clears almost at once. Recovery is grueling, I’m exhausted and all I’ve done is sit here and exist, so I turn to leave and join them for lunch, but there’s one Keeper left, myself and Klein who’s stayed at the door.

      The Keeper is on a set of what looks like parallel gymnast bars. Arms locked straight, he’s upside down. His arms are enormous, bulging through his top. He swings up and down, over, hops—still upside down onto one bar, then the other. A black walking cane rests next to the bars.

      I hesitate, wondering if it’s rude to watch. But I’m curious. He’s stayed behind when the others have left and I want to see if he makes the landing, so I drive the wheelchair a little further into the room.

      He brings his legs and feet to rest on the bars and pushes off to flip for landing, but one foot slips. My gut clenches. I want to leap out and stop him from falling, but I can barely keep myself in the chair, let alone help him. He catches himself and makes the final spin, before the same foot slips under him and he collapses on the foam mats.

      I wheel the chair to the mat to see if he’s okay.

      “Fallon East,” he says, smiling up at me from the floor. His accent is delightfully precise. His teeth are straight and blinding white and his grin so perfectly wide, I reluctantly find myself smiling back. He’s wearing a shirt and green pants, so dark they’re almost black, but there are flecks of shimmering emerald in the fabric. They reflect the smoldering green of his eyes.

      “Hi,” I say, uncomfortable that he knows my name and I’ve no idea who he is.

      “Sorry, let me introduce myself. I’m Dorian Oswald, the bodyguard that’s been assigned to you. When I’m not on duty, I’m in the room next door if you need me.”

      “Oh,” I say, glancing back at the door. Klein is standing, arms folded, scowling at the hallway.

      “Morning, Klein, I’ll take her from here,” Dorian shouts.

      Klein nods at Dorian, then to me, and leaves.

      “You’ve got quite the ballooning shrine of flowers and gifts now.”

      “Ha. Yeah. I guess you already know I’m Fallon East.”

      He smiles.

      So this is who Kato meant. “Nice to meet you, Dorian. I suppose if you’re my guard, you can call me Eden.” I twist a cog and shunt the chair forward a foot to reach down and take his hand. He doesn’t take it. Instead, his face creases as he shuffles to his knees and staggers to his feet. Once he’s upright, I notice how much taller and broader than me he is. I also notice how unreasonably attractive he is and just quite how bulging his shoulders and arms are. It makes me swallow. Hard.

      He takes my outstretched hand. His skin is tanned, cheeks and nose brushed bronze, like the tan of a sailor always exposed to the sun.

      I don’t smile or move. I’m not sure I even breathe. Holy Balance, he’s like some sort of demigod level of beautiful.

      He leans down and presses his lips to my hand and this, too, makes me swallow and my cheeks flame red.

      His eyes flick up to meet mine, his lips slip into a half smile as though he can sense the adrenaline threading through my stomach. I snatch my hand away and scold myself. I’m Trey’s in this lifetime and all the lifetimes to come. He straightens up and flashes me a grin that lights up his entire face the same way the sun streams across the sky after a downpour.

      There’s a rigid silence. I shift in my chair, trying to think of something to say. “So… physio? How’s that going?” Jesus, you’re awkward, Eden.

      He glances at his feet and grabs his cane. “Ah, yes. Despite appearances, it’s actually an old injury. I occasionally require top up surgery. But I do regular physiotherapy as a preventative. It’s a bodyguard’s prerogative to stay in shape.”

      “Of course.” I can’t bear to look at him, or say the words, or admit what’s happened. If I do, it makes it real.

      “I guess you know why I’m here,” I say.

      “I do.”

      The silence returns, thicker, stagnant, filled with poisoned memories and my failings.

      Dorian softens, “I’m sor—”

      “Please don’t.”

      He nods and rests his hand on my shoulder and smiles. “Hungry?”

      “A little, actually.”

      “Well, Ms. East. As your assigned bodyguard, I feel it’s my utmost duty to escort you back to our rooms for a spot of luncheon. Shall we?” He picks up his cane and leans on it.

      I hesitate. But I’ve forgotten how I even got here and I’m frankly exhausted, so who am I to refuse?

      “Sure, thank you.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I know I’m asleep because Bo is in my dreams. I’ve had this dream before. We stand outside the Council in the Ancient Forest. Structurally, the world is the same, but the color has leeched white. I’ve seen this before. I saw it in Obex when I touched the Last Fallon’s bracelet. But this isn’t her doing. It’s her sister’s. A world bleached of hopes and dreams and fueled by extreme Balance. The five towering roots signifying the entrance to the Council aren’t made of wood as they should be, but twisted bone. The trees are ash white instead of the billowing green canopy they used to be. Their leaves missing, skeletal trunks and spindly twigs are all that remain.

      I turn to Bo and stumble back. She too looks the same except instead of black, her eyes are green. Her hair, too, has changed. Instead of white locks, it shimmers silver.

      “What happened to you?”

      “You did this,” she says, and grabs me by the shoulders, digging her nails in. “Don’t you see?”

      She shakes me and the dream rattles away, replaced with choking smog. I’m in Luna City. Fire blazes through the streets. Thick smoke pollutes the air, floating strands of flaming straw drifting on breezes. Everywhere I turn, bungalows burn and charred carcasses litter the ground. Sheridan, my dream weaver, doesn’t appear. Maybe she’s not asleep. I’m on my own this time. When she sleeps too, she helps protect me.

      The Last Fallon stands a few paces ahead of me observing the mess her sister has made. I run to her, pull her around. “You’re meant to stop this.”

      “Not me,” she says. “Us.”

      “There is no us. No prophecy. Trey is dead.”

      She vanishes as Bo appears to our right. She scans the horizon, tears welling in her eyes.

      “Do you trust me?” she whispers.

      I step toward her, slide my hand in hers. “What do you mean?”

      Her head snaps to face me, her expression as sharp as it is hard. “There’s no time, Eden. Do you trust me?”

      “I—”

      “This is the only way…”

      She raises her arm, and the dream goes black.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I wake in a cold sweat. I can’t have slept long. It’s still dark out. There are two trays of cold food next to me. I pick out a roll and ignore the rest, reaching for my CogTracker instead.

      
        
        I’m alive.

      

      

      
        
        I didn’t doubt it. You’re far too stubborn to die.

      

      

      I smile at Sheridan’s response. No pity, no sympathy. She’s carrying on where we left off—I think I love her a little bit for it.

      
        
        I had those dream-visions tonight.

      

      

      
        
        Tell me more.

      

      

      
        
        Bo was in them. That’s new. Also, she was different. Her hair and eyes had changed color.

      

      

      
        
        Interesting. I’ll investigate. We can meet when you’re back in Stratera.

      

      

      
        
        Deal.

      

      

      I finish the roll and nibble a small piece of fruit and push the tray away. Chewing makes my jaw ache. Even reaching for the food hurts.

      It takes several minutes, but I get out of bed and hobble toward the wheelchair. Kato’s pain removal from earlier has worn off. Every inch of me protests.

      Once I reach the chair, I pause, realizing there’s a notification on my CogTracker.

      
        
        So relieved you’re awake. We were praying to Balance you’d come back to us. Alas, I’m the bearer of official news. There are several East State Council officials wanting to see you tomorrow for lunch. I’ve tried to limit them as Hermia and I will be around in the morning to see you, too. But please make sure you’re back here for them.

      

        

      
        Arden

      

      

      There’s a rustle followed by footsteps outside. I close the notification down and crane to see out the window. Someone mumbles in a posh accent, Dorian my new bodyguard, I assume. I glance at the CogTracker and frown. It’s 2:30am. Where’s he going so late?

      Every ounce of my body just wants to go back to sleep, but I am so bored with sleeping, I clamber into the chair instead.

      My limbs scream, my arms shake from the pressure of pulling myself into the chair, but I make it and drive the chair to the door. I wait a minute, then ease it open. Klein is there. Shit. Dorian must have been changing shift.

      “Fallon East,” he says.

      I glance at Dorian, who’s already at the end of the corridor. I’m up now, so I figure I should go for a walk, anyway.

      “I need air,” I say.

      “As you wish.”

      I don’t mean to follow Dorian, it just sort of happens. I move down the fabric walkways. But when I turn the corner, he’s vanished. There’s a rustle of fabric a short way ahead, the clink of porcelain, and then chatter. I’m so sick of my company that the lure of unfamiliar voices tempts my curiosity. The chair moves like a ghost through the corridor. There’s some more artwork on the walls. I glance at Klein who walks a few paces behind. I stop at the picture, pretending to examine it as I strain to hear the conversation. One sounds like Dorian, but I can’t quite hear. I drop my hand down the side of the wheelchair and tilt and curve the air until it makes a funnel and pulls the sound waves through my essence. It’s a bizarre way to hear, but it works. I was right. It is Dorian. What oh what are you doing out here, Mr. Oswald?

      Klein realizes I’m intensely fascinated by this anatomical art, so he paces the corridor and checks the adjoining halls.

      “It’s your job to protect her, and not just from Cecilia. She’s vulnerable to addiction, and you know as well as I do the issues that can cause,” someone says. The voice is familiar but I can’t place where I know it.

      There’s shuffling, more porcelain clinking.

      “No thank you, the caffeine keeps me awake.” Dorian pauses, hefts a deep sigh and says, “I understand your concern, but forcing her to heal with no pain relief is brutal and not going to win us any favors.”

      “Don’t you understand the importance of the role she needs to play? Without her, I don’t know if we can win. She must join us because she has to—”

      “Then let her choose to work with us of her own accord.”

      “What would you have me do, Dorian?”

      “Wait.”

      “Don’t be naïve. We don’t have the luxury of time. Haven’t you seen CogNews? The world is falling apart around us. Rozalyn says we’re talking days and weeks, not months anymore.”

      There’s a pause. “I see. Did Gabe find another route to secure the comm channels with Rozalyn?” Dorian asks.

      “Yes. But Cecilia keeps intercepting and killing our Obex runners. We lost Thorn and Samson last week. And our supply of barrier pills is dwindling, so we’re keeping comms to a reduced minimum for now.”

      “Shit.”

      There’s silence. I lean forward, straining my essence harder, racking my brain, trying to fish through memories and conversations. My breath catches. I slip forward and out of the chair with a thump. Shit. I freeze. They’re still talking, so I think I got away with it.

      And now I know who Dorian’s talking to. Klein rushes to my side and helps me back into the chair.

      “We should get going and get you back to your room.”

      “Could I just have a few more moments? The artwork in this corridor is fascinating…”

      Klein scowls, thick blond brows bunching in the middle. “Fine, be quick, please.”

      I turn to another painting. Mmming and aahhing at it while I curve my hand around the air again.

      “What of the weapon? The last I heard, no progress had been made in sourcing it,” Dorian says.

      “I’m waiting for a report, but the last update was they think they may have located it.”

      “Well, that is something.” Dorian pauses, footsteps shuffle. “Don’t lose faith. We’ve come this far.”

      “It’s going to happen, whether we like it or not. It’s already happening. Look outside. Have you seen the state of CogNews? We don’t have long. The weather is declining in each state, there are skirmishes everywhere. The Balance is destabilizing. My concern is we won’t be ready. We need her. She has a pivotal role to play, and she needs to be ready.”

      “So noted,” Dorian says. “You know I’ve seen your daug—”

      “No. Not here. We’re not discussing that.”

      “As you please, Sir.”

      “Your job is to protect Eden, no matter what. She needs to heal and then, when she’s ready, I will explain what is to come and the role she must play. Understood?”

      There’s a pause, followed by a sigh.

      “Yes, Sir,” Dorian says.

      “Good. Dismissed.”

      There are footsteps.

      “Okay, time to go.” I don’t wait. I shoot off down the corridor before Dorian can catch me eavesdropping. Klein huffs and, Balance knows how, makes his tank-sized body run to keep up with me. I wheel around the central area, kill a chunk of time, then wheel back to my bedroom door. I pull it open and an almighty scream erupts from my lungs. Standing in the doorway is Dorian.

      “She’s your problem now,” Klein says and leaves.

      “Care to explain why you’re eavesdropping? You’d make a terrible spy, Ms. East.”

      “I wasn’t spying… Or, at least not at first.”

      “But then you decided to?”

      I open my mouth to reply but nothing comes out. There’s literally no defense, I really was eavesdropping.

      “Yes?”

      He smirks.

      “Give me a hand?”

      “This should be interesting, one cane and a chair between us. Lean on me and wrap your arm around my elbow.”

      I do as he says. His body is warm. He grasps me and pulls until I’m upright; we’re so close to each other, I can smell his aftershave. My cheeks heat, but as he eases me into bed, I pull myself together.

      “Thanks,” I say. And then add, “So we’re going to have a little talk about the fact you’re working directly for Castor and apparently I have a job to do?”

      He smiles. “I knew you were there. If I wanted to keep it secret, I’d have stopped him speaking. Eavesdroppers tend to emanate strong emotion.”

      “I see. So you are a Siren then?”

      He smiles—sort of. It’s tight and even though it reaches his eyes, they’re just as tight as his lips. He doesn’t respond, but I take it as confirmation, especially if he can read emotions.

      “And it’s your job to what? Be my bodyguard or convince me to work for Castor, because that’s what it really sounded like. Weapons and comm channels and secret roles.”

      “Are you finished?” he says.

      “No, actually. You know he kidnapped me a few weeks back?”

      “I think kidnapping is a little extreme. It was more like a casual chitchat at midnight.”

      Dorian’s lips squeeze tight like he’s trying not to laugh.

      “You bastard. Was that you? Did you help kidnap me?” I want to be mad. But the ridiculousness of it all tickles the corners of my mouth and a bubble of laughter blurts out.

      “No comment.”

      Castor’s the leader of the rebels. Dorian’s right, maybe Castor did just want to introduce himself and the rebels’ ideology. I was treated great aside from the fact that when we were done talking, he drugged me asleep in order to put me back where I came from.

      “And what exactly makes you think I’m going to work or do anything for the rebels?”

      “Aside from our fabulous hospitality, fantastic medical team and dashingly charming bodyguards?”

      “I mean it. Enough games. I heard what Castor said. War, the war, is coming. How do I know you weren’t just saying those things and making out like I had free will because you knew I was listening?”

      I glance up at him. His face is serene, I want to believe him.

      “I knew you were listening, but I stand by what I said. I meant every word.”

      “Then I have questions. A lot of bloody questions in fact.”

      “And, Fallon East, when the time is right, I promise to give you answers.”
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