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To Emma,

Because you were the first to believe in Aria’s story.
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Prologue

In the end, my life came down to two people − two faces, two 
pairs of hands that have pushed aside tears, two pairs of arms that 
have protected me, held me despite the darkness, despite the pain 
that threatened to pull me under. And now these two people, the 
two people I loved the most, were tearing me apart.

“Choose, Aria!” my sister cried at me, her sharp voice echoing 
over the expanse of the gorge and the sound of water crashing onto 
rocks.

My hand holding the gun felt heavier and heavier, the muzzle 
dipping, sweat rolling from where my palm wrapped around the 
grip, my tendons trembling and crying out in a discordant harmony 
along with the weighted, fractured wailing of my heart. 

I shifted my weight, trying to stand in a way that would keep 
me upright, even as my legs were trembling so hard I thought 
I might collapse, my feet crushing dried, withered leaves that 
had swept onto the bridge as if they were bones or pieces of my 
shattered self. The smell of my own sweat and fear mixed in with 
the pine and the tang of moist earth.

Choose. The rest of my life came down to this. One choice. 
Two faces.

In moments like these, everything slowed. Salem always 
joked that it was life’s way of making sure you didn’t miss the 
turning points, the important bits. As if gravity sank heavier and 
heavier with the weight of the moment until the world was too 
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heavy to turn and everyone held their breath.
It certainly felt like that now. My next action, my next word, 

would change all of our lives.
“Aria,” Clay’s deep voice reached my ears. “Whatever 

happens…I love you.” The usual assuredness and authority was 
gone. Instead, strain and hurt had crumpled up and shoved into his 
throat. Choose me. Save me. Love me.

Before him my life had felt like a stack of old movies: frames 
missing or out of order, muted crackling sound, flickering and 
shuttering away, unloved and unseen in an old unused cinema, 
dank carpets and the smell of stale cigarettes in the musty air. 

Then I found him. Or he found me. 
He created a warm shield around me where I could be safe. 

He coaxed away all my layers and shed all my masks and his love 
soaked right into my skin, right into the very soul of me. He pulled 
out the fossil buried inside that had been my heart and breathed 
life into me.

How could I give up the man I loved? The one who loved me 
with a fierce and unwavering passion, the man who made me feel 
like I could defeat demons as long as he was by my side.

Winking in the threads of sunlight piercing through the 
solemn grey clouds, seed fluff twirled about me like swirling, 
dancing couples. Spinning around like Salem and I used to do in 
our backyard, hands clasped together tightly, turning round and 
round, eyes to the sky, our twin voices giggling and floating into 
the air like dandelions. 

She had been my shield before Clay.
“I’m nothing without you, Aria,” Salem’s voice trembled, 

desperation leaking into the breaths between her words. Choose 
me. Need me. Love me.

How could I end her? I just got her back. For so long we 
shared almost everything, and she protected me. Her whole life 
had been about protecting me. Because she loved me that much. 

How could I turn against her, toss her away like an old broken 
toy?

But I had to choose.
Several weeks ago there was one small, stupid moment, after 
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I had her back and I had Clay, where I believed I could be happy.
Damn, girl, are you actually smiling?
Oh Flick, everything is just perfect.
One stupid moment.
But that’s the thing about us humans: we’re resilient. Hope is 

so hard to snuff out. Even if we’ve been kicked and beaten down 
and trod on, hope flares. It rises to the top like oil on water.

Even now as I stare between Clay and Salem, trying to digest 
our impossible situation, Hope is still there, that terrible pixie, 
fluttering on my shoulder, whispering.

Maybe it doesn’t have to end this way?
Maybe Flick will show up and sort this out in the way only she 

could do, clear and stern but with a whole lot of sass.
Maybe the police will come storming through the trees, their 

flashlights and guns upon us, forcing us all apart.
Or a knight riding on a white horse…
Fuck you, Hope. Here’s the truth.
Nobody is coming.
No one will save us.
And someone isn’t going to make it out of this forest today.
I could see us now, the three of us making a chain like when I 

was a kid, folding pieces of coloured paper into rectangles, cutting 
out an arm, a leg, and half a head, and unfurling my new patterns 
in the light to reveal a line of paper dolls. Clay, Salem and I − we 
were all just paper dolls in a paper chain, me in the middle, each 
end pulling tighter and tighter until something had to tear. 

Who would I rip apart? 
“Choose,” my sister screamed. “It’s either him or me.” 
My fingers tightened around my gun in a reflex. This was it. I 

either ended her. Or destroyed Clay.
I squeezed my eyelids shut for a moment, just for a moment 

of peace. Just for an instant I could shut out the inevitable, and in 
this blessed darkness I believed I could conceive a way that both 
could exist in my life. A way that I could choose Salem and Clay.  

You can’t have both.
You tried.
You. 


