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Leah.
The birds’ cries are barely audible under the weight of  the crowd’s roar, and yet, 

she hears his call as clearly as if  he was standing by her side. Except, he is not. He 
never will be again.

It is too late.
They failed—she failed.
She canot tell what saddens her the most. Having jeopardised the most important 

mission of  her life, or dragging her friends into her downfall. Dying for a world she 
isn’t even part of, or dying for the second time.

What if  everything started over again?
Leah.
The crystalline domes scatter the sun’s rays on her skin in thousands of  sparkles. 

She closes her eyes, as if  this simple gesture could erase the reality and take her 
somewhere, anywhere, to a place where she would not fail.

Leah, get up. Run. Save yourself.
She staggers up the stairs before being forced to do so, hands tightly shackled in 

the back, and walks to the middle of  the stage. Not even once do the guards let their 
attention slip from her.

The crowd erupts in cries of  hatred. She breathes in deeply to give herself  courage. 
Eyes still closed, she tries to remain deaf  to the insults thrown at her—in vain. Deep 
down, she knows that they are not the ones to blame; that it’s not their fault. She tilts 
her head back with a forced calmness as, right next to her, the voice that haunts her 
deepest fears starts its psalmody.



Even though she does not understand the language in which it expresses itself, the 
words echo in her, have her shaking to the innermost depths of  her soul. And then 
she realises.

She knows what is coming. She has always known.
Her eyes snap open from shock, and she has to choke back the tears when the voice 

finally stops—when everyone stops. Someone had put her on her knees, unless she fell 
without noticing while her mind was abducted by the incantation. It does not matter 
anyway. The time has come.

One last time, she takes in the painfully beautiful sight of  the capital. One last 
time, as the wind scratches her fevered skin, she looks among the crowd, searching for 
friendly faces nowhere to be found.

She grits her teeth in anticipation.
She will not scream. She will not cry. She will not beg for mercy, pray to any god.
She knows what is coming. 
And she is ready.
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Chapitre 1
You will rest when you are dead.
Her mother’s old adage pulsed in her mind, following the rhythm of  her heartbeat, 

growing stronger with each clap of  thunder. Faster. Increasingly eager, almost despe-
rate.

It was only in this weather she regretted not having got her driving license. Tonight, 
she would happily have traded her bike for something faster. Not to flee the storm, 
though.

To get closer. 
To reach it before it hit its peak and vanished into the late spring night, taking 

away all the opportunities for a decent shot. This thought made Leah increase her 
speed.

She spent days watching the weather forecast wishing for this moment. Days to 
spy on the regional meteorological observatory’s website, to prepare her camera, her 
clothes… and, of  course, it had to be today. The only day she had to work at this 
bloody restaurant from opening to closing time. Any other day, she could have escaped 
claiming an important course. Her colleagues would have been fine without her. Not 
pleased, but fine—three hours were far better than the non-stop eleven hours she just 
finished, at least. But, well. Of  course this damn storm chose today to break out. 
Right in time to stir her frustration.

The audacity.
A flash of  lightning illuminated the night. Leah silently counted. One, two, 

three… eighteen seconds later, the thunder roared.
Six kilometres. It was already fading away.
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“Yo miss world, now’s not the time to daydream, take this while it’s warm.”
She cringed at the memory of  the new commis chef ’s words. What was his name 

again? Dylan? Dorian? That jerk who really liked her. Dimitri maybe? Something 
with a D. The kitchen staff  changed so often at the Port Qui Pique that she did not 
bother learning their names anymore.

“When is your shift over?” he added while extending a burning plate to her.
Leah looked at it wondering what would break first, between the porcelain and his 

teeth, if  she threw it right in his face. Then, she retorted, “Never. I intend to work 
myself  to death.”

“I’ll wait for you in heaven, then.”
He gave her a wink she refused to acknowledge. Were they not right in the rush 

hour, Leah might have tried throwing a plate or two, out of  curiosity. Still, this guy 
was nothing compared to some customers. Saturdays were the worst in terms of  influx. 
Because of  the lack of  staff, they also were the worst in terms of  client satisfaction.

A loud “Hey!” jumped at her as soon as she came back to the restaurant hall. She 
pursed her lips, slowly breathed in, out, and turned her grimace into the professional 
smile she had spent three years refining.

In her mind’s theatre, those who called waiters without an ounce of  politeness ended 
up losing their teeth, too. What a shame this porcelain was too expensive to be thrown 
at people.

Leah swore back to the present when her wheel slipped on the muddy path she 
followed. A sigh of  relief  escaped her at the familiar environment, at the unique scent 
of  resin and wet soil. She was almost there.

She dropped her bike by a tree and, after a last look at her phone—2.30 am—left 
the trail to reach her favourite lookout. “You know, miss, not having gluten-free bread 
in a restaurant nowadays is a total disgrace.”

“What do you mean you’re out of  the daily special? It’s not even half  past one! 
Call the chef  right now!”

“Leah, smile, for fuck’s sake, I’m not paying you to sulk.”
“Shut up,” she mumbled to herself.
That was why she needed some time like this: to help her stomach her daily life. 

Taking risks made her feel alive, and the idea of  going back to her routine, less scary.
“Glad your colleague Gregory already took care of  it. He’s way more efficient 

than you.”
Oh, yes, glad he was here.
“Is it me or is the chick from table seven is a pain in the ass?” she aggravated a 
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few minutes after this comment.
“We don’t say a pain the ass, we say a challenging customer.”
“OK, is it me or is the chick from table seven is a challenging customer?”
“Yeah. She’s a friggin pain in the ass.”
Glad they shared the same sense of  humour, too. Without this, she would have 

quit a long time ago. Without this, and without her dire need of  money to pay for her 
tuition.

It was only a matter of  two years before she graduated. Then, she would be free. 
Free, independent, almost a true responsible adult. She could look for a job she was 
actually interested in, in another city or even in another country. She would travel, 
discover her Celtic origins which she inherited her reddish blond hair from, and photo-
graph the world in every possible way. She would finally have time to learn a combat 
sport and, maybe, eventually, to give a meaning to her life.

All she had to do was hold on for two more years.
Leah sighed. Two years seemed unsurmountable. Even with someone like Gregory 

to support her.
“Try to sleep, for a change. You look like a corpse.”
“Wow, good night to you too, Greg.”
“I’m serious. Forget the storm for once and go sleep, even I can’t make enough 

excuses for your lack of  efficiency whenever the boss asks me what’s wrong with you.”
Forget the storm. Sure. Like hell she would. Her phone app reported a supercell 

in formation when she left the Port Qui Pique, and there was no way she would miss 
it because a pathetic dude in a shabby restaurant full of  assholes was not pleased with 
her. Even if  she was, indeed, exhausted.

Her nightmares were increasingly violent lately, and her anxiolytics did nothing. 
For months now, Leah kept delaying her bedtime in fear of  what she would see once 
asleep—a monstrous winged creature wrapped in mist, water and light, and a sense of  
being under threat so vivid she woke up breathless. And always, always, this frighte-
ning voice calling her name. The sheer thought of  it made her feel sick.

Another lightning bolt. Leah focused. Thirty seconds. Ten kilometres. 
Excitement filled her veins.
She had to hurry.
As always when she was storm chasing, she suppressed the fatigue and forgot any 

common sense to let herself  sink into her frenzy. She knew the risks—lightning loved 
to strike trees and those they sheltered—but she could not care less. In such moments, 
nothing existed beside the spring breeze, the smell of  rain, the shuddering air full of  
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the electric wrath of  nature… and the storm, the storm, the storm. This specific storm 
she heard roaring, eager to capture it in her camera.

Danger did not matter. It was here that she wanted to be. Here that she had come 
for years, sometimes in the dead of  night. And it was here that she would come next 
time.

So, yes, calling herself  a storm chaser was kind of  an overstatement. The real 
storm chasers devoured dozens, if  not hundreds of  kilometres in order to find the 
perfect occasion, something that Leah could not afford to do on a bike. But she did not 
care about this, either. She felt happier in the woods. Especially in these ones, where 
the hiking trails left the wild life unscathed, and where the best lookout over the city 
awaited her.

She breathed in deeply, her heart racing, and kept going.
Her knowledge of  the area did nothing to prevent her from tripping over brambles, 

stumbling on rocks and slipping on damp herbs. More lightning tore the darkness, 
drawing surreal silhouettes between the trees.

One, two, three, eight, thirty-six seconds. Thunder cracked. Leah sped her pace up.
She reached her location sweating, breathless, but relieved. Not that far away, the 

city lights wavered under a sprawling lightning-streaked deluge.
Oh, yes, she loved this kind of  atmosphere. This was her very own drug: no need 

for cigarettes, alcohol, chocolate or even music—nature, a thunderstorm and her came-
ra were more than enough. She wouldn’t have said no to a coffee, though, but first 
things first.

With the speed of  habit, Leah set up her tripod, her camera protected by a water-
proof  case, and began to search for the right settings, randomly shooting the lightning. 
It seemed so much closer through the lens.

She lowered the shutter speed before pressing the button. The result was still a bit 
too dark, but she was getting closer. She clicked her tongue with contentment, changed 
a few settings and tried again.

She started when both thunder and lightning cracked at the same time. A quick 
scan of  her surroundings—the wind was growing stronger, but nothing unusual in 
these circumstances, barely a sign that the storm had changed its course and that she’d 
better not linger here for too long. She might have hallucinated that lightning falling a 
few feet away from where she stood.

A new blinding flash.
Leah turned around, all senses on alarm. It fell right next to her this time, or—

no. No, she must have imagined it. Lightning did not strike silently. 
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Same went for this calcined trunk over here. It must have been like that for a long 
time. As for the smoke arising from it…

Leah shook her head.
Exhaustion was playing tricks on her. Greg was right, she was losing it because of  

sleep deprivation. She should get going.
Before she could even reach her backpack resting on the ground, the sky ripped 

open. A dazzling light fell upon her in a world ending sound.
She wanted to scream—to shield herself  with her arms… but it was too late.
Lightning struck her in a wreath of  sparkles.
Leaving only burnt grass behind.
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Chapitre 2
A chill wind was blowing, loaded with salt water, soil, and something 

stronger. Leah’s eyelids shuddered; her nostrils flared, assaulted by the 
sharp smell of  burnt meat filling the air.

Her head was so heavy. What happened? She did not recall going to 
bed. She did not recall getting back home, either. In fact, she did not re-
call anything—could not, for her mind was numb with pain. It saturated 
her system like a poison, keeping her muscles out of  control even for 
something as easy as opening her eyes.

Fire caught in her throat when she tried to swallow. Nasty tinnitus 
twisted her ears so hard she could barely hear the rumbling of  what see-
med to be a huge waterfall.

A huge waterfall?
Leah opened her eyes—only to find herself  wailing from the sudden 

jolt of  pain.
Breathe. Don’t panic.
The blurred skies above looked nothing like a ceiling, and she was 

definitely not in her bed. Good. Very good. There must be a logical ex-
planation to this impromptu nap under the stars, which she would look 
for as soon as the suffering loosened its grip on her brain.

For now, she’d rather focus on her breath until she gathered her wits.
It took a long while for her sight to get back, for the bright dancing 

spots to settle on the dark canvas of  a night sky. Twisting her neck, Leah 
recognised the ocean and the horizon in the distance, lit by a silvery 
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moon.
Wait. By two silvery moons.
She shut her eyes tightly before carefully re-opening them. The two 

crescents were still there, hanging among the stars.
She was dreaming. Of  course she was. She must have gone home after 

the storm and… oh. Oh.
The storm.
She gasped as the memories hit her. The storm. The lightning—that 

lightning.
Oh no. No, no, no.
She’s been struck—she’s been roasted, even, according to the smell. 

Of  course she was not in her bed, she was, what, dead? In a coma? Or 
in a fatigue delirium.

A nervous laughter jammed her throat. Leah coughed, wincing at the 
pain in her lungs. Yes, the last hypothesis was more likely. Or the coma, 
maybe. Dreams were not that painful. Regarding death, none ever came 
back to testify. Which meant that she could very well be dead, and that 
this place was her very own purgatory, aiming to eternally remind her of  
the idiocy of  her passing.

She sighed. Among all the possible causes of  death imagined by Gre-
gory, being struck by lightning ranked first. He has been right. Would her 
parents agree to give him the money she bet? Probably not. He would 
not dare to claim it anyway. Maybe Leah should have prepared a letter 
to explain it all, just in case. She made a mental note to do so as soon as 
she woke up.

If  she woke up.
No—no. She must remain calm. Of  course she would wake up.
Once her sight finally recovered, Leah gathered her will and tried to 

get up, but it was useless. She felt too dizzy, her body stripped of  its 
strength, to do anything but sighing again in frustration. She had no 
other choice but to take it easy. 

One step after another.
Then she saw the water below her, a few inches under the glass pon-

toon on which she had landed. Growing more skeptical by the minute, 
Leah scanned her surroundings with extra caution. And she stopped 
breathing.
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She had awakened in the heart of  a cove. Of  a bay, even, large and 
quiet, with calm, crystal clear waters circled by a web of  bridges and im-
posing buildings that looked like they were made of  glass as well. Erected 
above the water in dozens of  islets, giant, curved towers, atriums and 
greenhouses captured the moonlight like diamonds. Delicate bridges lin-
ked the suburbs, towering over what looked like a giant staircase flooded 
with waterfalls, shaping the city on different levels, from atop the cliffs 
down to the bay. Like its inhabitants chose to adapt to the rugged topo-
graphy rather than shaping the nature at their convenience. The result 
was this peculiar, precious, almost magical, fitted-to-its-environment city.

The two moons paled in comparison.
Leah had to force herself  to stop staring. She could not choose 

between awe and disbelief. For, as strange as it sounded, this place see-
med familiar. The clear, bluish stone of  the floor beneath her, the way 
they shone in the moonlight… were nothing new. 

At the center of  the bay lay two massive buildings, isolated from the 
city. The first one resembled a palace pulled straight from the Renais-
sance, adorned with Jules Verne-like ironwork and glass ceilings. 

The other one, higher, leaner, closer from her, was very different. 
Maybe it was its blinding whiteness, obviously chosen to attract attention. 
Maybe it was its location, at the exact center of  the bay, with only two 
walkways to escape it. Or maybe it was its aura. Mystical, eerie, in com-
plete contrast with the serenity of  the city that gave Leah chills.

Despite her instinct begging her to move away from it, she could not 
avert her eyes. Her gaze was stuck on it, drawn like a magnet. She almost 
wanted to… get closer. To knock on the door and go inside. They were 
expecting her.

Yes, she had to go there.
She moved without noticing. 
Perched on top of  a minaret, a luminous globe shone in hues of  blue 

and green, swirling—luring her. Pulsing in rhythm with her heart. Whis-
pering things she could not understand—things that echoed in her mind, 
in her soul, even though she had no idea of  what it was saying. Not yet. 
Soon—she would find it all out soon. All she had to do was to go there 
to meet… wait, meet who? What was she thinking? No!

Yes. Yes, she had to go. Nothing else mattered, especially not her 
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aching body or the questions raging in her mind. Just go there and—
Leah stopped. What the hell was she thinking? Why was she walking 

towards the great temple while she wanted to run away from it? And 
how the hell did she know that this was the great temple? It did not make 
sense.

She focused to clear her head from the thick fog crippling it. So-
mething was wrong. She was in trouble. In deep, deep trouble, judging 
by all those moving silhouettes invading the bridge, dashing towards her. 

There was no doubt; she was the only living being disturbing the 
quietness of  the city—it must be under curfew. Fear crept in her guts 
while her brain finally got back to work.

A gunshot resounded. Rushing footsteps. Leah turned around and 
ran. 

Not knowing where to go but as far away from the temple as she 
could. To the city, or even beyond, far from the globe’s odd throb, far 
from those armed people chasing her.

She considered her option as fast as she could while searching for a 
place to hide. She had to be fast. The night could make up for her lack of  
knowledge of  this place, but she felt so dizzy, so weak and so sore that 
she doubted she had a single chance to escape. Her head was spinning by 
the time she entered the city.

Noise on her right hand side. Panic flooded Leah at the vision of  a 
military unit patrolling the deserted streets, clad in black leathers, guns 
glinting in the moonlight. They spotted her instantly.

Driven by the adrenaline, Leah turned back again to reach the last 
intersection that she had run through, praying for the very first time in 
her life—praying that she would not be shot, that she would not die here, 
that the gunshots were just a ploy to intimidate her and make her surren-
der. Or that she was indeed dreaming and needed to wake up.

She turned left, tripped, almost fell, found her balance, kept going.
She could not fathom what was happening. Nothing made sense.
Where was she?
“Halt!” shouted a soldier.
She glanced back. Three men were at her heels, so close she could 

almost see the perspiration sliding down their faces. Perhaps it would be 
best to obey and stop.
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“Stop or I’ll shoot!”
Perhaps. Except that she was not willing to. Part of  her enjoyed this 

chilling sense of  danger—part of  her just did not want to surrender to 
unknown enemies.

These men could have shot her multiple times already—she was such 
an easy target that even a Stormtrooper could not have missed her—and 
yet they did not. Plus, whether she was dreaming, hallucinating or in a 
coma, she would not die for real.

She was considering giving up, her tired body on the verge of  fainting, 
when a door opened in the bend of  a spiral staircase. An invisible force 
pulled her inside and threw her into the darkness. Leah crashed on the 
floor.

The door silently shut behind her. Its outline glowed briefly before 
getting back to normal. The sounds from outside diminished right away.

“Don’t scream.”
The voice was deep and hoarse, but filled with a surprising calm. Panic 

withdrew. Someone helped her. She could barely see him in the dim light 
filling the place, missing the tall, slim silhouette clad in a high-collared 
coat. The dark blue of  the fabric was easily mistaken with the ambient 
darkness, but did nothing to hide the obvious thinness nor the sickly 
look of  its owner. Despite being half  hidden between his collar and long 
streaks of  dark hair, his face was so pale one could effortlessly spot the 
dark circles beneath his eyes.

But Leah was no fool—she would not be deceived by his fragile ap-
pearance. She felt the strength with which he threw her on the floor. She 
could feel how dangerous he was, as surely as she could see the massive 
weapon he was holding.

She pursed her lips and remained silent while he listened to the out-
side sounds, his gaze going back and forth between her and the door.

And, finally, after an eternity or two, his shoulders slackened. Danger 
had passed. The soldiers were looking for her elsewhere.

Leah took a shuddering breath. “Thank y—” 
She did not finish. The man leaped, pining her on the wall, his arm 

pressing her throat.
“Who are you?”
His voice was still incredibly calm. 
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“Leah,” she whimpered. “Leah L-Lefebvre.” 
She would have loved not to shake this hard.
“What were you doing outside, Leah?”
What could she say? That she just woke up after being struck by 

lightning? That she had absolutely no clue where she was and how she 
got there and that, from what she knew, he was merely the result of  a 
high dose of  morphine? Who would believe such a story?

“Answer.”
“I don’t know,” she replied. “I—I can’t breathe.”
“That’s not my problem.”
“Who are you?”
“You don’t get to ask questions. Where are you from?”
“I—Tell me where I am.” 
He pushed harder on her throat. 
“OK, OK! My mother’s Irish,” she choked. “But my father’s French 

and I was born in France, I can show you my ID if  you don’t trust me!”
She was positive she did not take it before leaving home this morning, 

but she did not need to bluff  further. The man released her like she 
burned him. He took a step back to watch her from head to toes, his face 
expressionless despite the spark of  interest in his eyes. “It was you who 
caused the explosion.”

“The what?”
 She did not recall anything like this.
“It was heard through all Dianoia”
Diano-what now?
“I didn’t,” she tried to pull herself  together. “I was—” Asleep. Un-

conscious. Dead. 
Panic lashed out in her lungs. She had no excuse to counter this accu-

sation, and perhaps she was not dreaming after all. Everything seemed so 
real. The cold, the pain, the fear… even the man’s scent, of  rain and soil 
and coffee, seemed too real. “I swear it’s not me. I didn’t—I couldn’t…” 
She stopped, realising her mistake. Why did she not pretend having heard 
it? It would have been easier. The man choking her would not consider 
her as a bad liar and a criminal. 

“How did  you die?” he asked after a few seconds.
“I—what?”
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His gaze softened. “How did you die?” he repeated in a whisper.
“I’m not… I—”
“What was it? Fire? An explosion? An electrocution?”
“I am not dead!” 
She was delirious, and he was insane. She must wake up now before it 

turned to a complete nightmare. The man arched a brow while watching 
the burn marks on her skin. Leah swallowed, ready to throw her heart up.

“Lightning, he then said, with such certainty she trembled. You’ve 
been struck by lightning. That’s how you died.”

No. No.
She did not die. She refused it.
“You must never tell anyone,” he whispered, releasing her. “Ever.” 
He grabbed her wrist before she could ask why, and the world disap-

peared in a swirl of  smoke.
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Chapitre 3
Leah opened her eyes in a dimly lit room. The last moments were 

messy, though she remembered having been moved away—which pro-
bably happened, for she now sat in a completely different place than a 
few minutes before. In a small cave, apparently, without windows nor 
furniture, decorated only with the blue stone of  its carved walls and the 
cold light filling up the space. And the chair she was trussed to.

She did not recall sitting here. She must have lost consciousness for a 
brief  moment, unless it was one of  those shortcuts only dreams created.

Except that she has just been told that she died. And, deep down, a 
part of  her knew it was not a lie.

Leah inhaled through her nose before exhaling through her lips. This 
situation made no sense at all. It made her want to scream—which she 
would not. She would not let fear burrow its claws further into her mind. 
She was stronger than that. Funny how easier said than done these kind 
of  things were. How hard it suddenly became to stay strong and calm 
and level-headed when strangers armed to the teeth abducted her, and 
accused her of  committing a terror attack in an unknown place.

What now? So many questions piled up in her head.
“Hello?”
A faint rustle responded. Someone was standing in her back, probably 

next to the door. Leah perceived their silhouette when she turned her 
head in their direction. She identified the shape of  the long coat.

Who was this man? How did he know about her?
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Was she dead? Really dead?
“Yes. And I told you to keep this to yourself.”
Leah’s pulse raced. Was she thinking out loud, or…? Probably, as 

usual. Well. At least, he stopped ignoring her.
“Why am I tied up?”
“I also told you not to ask any questions.”
Despite the roughness of  his voice, his tone was surprisingly gentle, 

which set Leah’s senses on alarm, shivering from the hidden threat. If  
he told the truth, his weariness was understandable: meeting dead people 
did not happen everyday. 

“You answered the first one though,” she replied with a fake confi-
dence.

“Only to remind you to shut up about it.”
“Why?”
“Too risky.”
“And how would you know that?”
He kept quiet.
“Why don’t you show me your face?” she tried instead, tired and cold 

and afraid to the point of  crying. If  this place was a kingdom of  the 
dead, she was entitled to some answers. “What’s your name?”

Silence.
“Where am I?”
Silence again.
“Are you asleep? I’m screaming in three, two…”
A muffled sneer. Slow, discreet footsteps. An ice cold hand on her 

shoulder. And a light finger pressure.
Uncontrollable tremors seized her. Her pulse quickened, the blood 

in her veins boiling, burning up her whole body. What was happening?
She wanted to move, to pull away from this man’s hold, but she could 

not. Her scream got stuck in her throat, as did her breath.
What was happening?
“My name is Alinoé,” he breathed into her ear. “You are my prisoner, 

and if  you dare to to disobey, I’ll become your worst nightmare.”
Everything stopped as soon as he released her. The fire in her veins 

withdrew, replaced by an icy sensation. Leah blinked, panting.
Alinoé finally stepped into her field of  vision to lean against the wall 
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facing her. In the subdued light of  the room, she caught a better glimpse 
of  his features. He looked young—barely older than her, around twenty 
five maybe. Damaged by life. And so deadly dangerous.

Everything in him expressed some kind of  oddity. She could not tell 
whether it came from his cadaveric pallor, his chocolate-brown eyes cir-
cled by dark rings, or his posture that indicated a strength his thinness 
should not allow. But something eerie emanated from this man, so-
mething impossible to decipher.

Or maybe she felt this because he just tortured her with only his fin-
gertip. 

As if  he read her thoughts, Alinoé sent her a withering glare she im-
mediately averted. She was going to be sick. In what world did people 
possess such powers? 

It was not a dream.
When she finally regained her composure, she focused her attention 

on a tiny dark spot on the wall and faintly asked, “How have I ended up 
here?”

She was not speaking of  this room, and Alinoé knew it.
“I cannot tell.”
“What are you going to do to me? You can tell this, right?”
He hesitated. “That will be up to you.”
“You came to the wrong address if  you want an intel about the situa-

tion, because I have absolutely no idea about what happened.”
He stared at her with no other form of  reaction. Had his gaze not 

been that bright, she could have thought him dead, too.
“Since I am the one who opened a door to catch you, I would say you 

are the one who’s come to the wrong address. Maybe. Or maybe not. As 
I said, that will be up to you.”

Leah arched a brow, baffled by what seemed to be a joke, and instantly 
relaxed. 

“You’re weird.”
“No shit.”
She giggled. Froze. “What are you doing?”
“What do you mean?”
“Are you controlling my mood?”
“Nobody can do such a thing.”
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Alinoé’s dark irises furtively glowed. Seemed to glow. Leah shook her 
head to put her ideas back in place. 

“No. Of  course not.”
He sneered in his coat’s collar. When a heat wave washed over her, 

Leah reflexively lifted her head—and did not miss his incandescent irises 
this time, smouldering and moving like lava.

“Wow, OK. Stop!”
The heat disappeared straightaway.
“You—you drugged me.”
“I did not.”
“Stop fucking around,” she hissed, but the door opened in a draught 

before she could go on.
“I came as soon as possible,” apologised a sweet female voice. 
Light steps echoed on the rocky walls. Black trousers and boots of  

matching colour came into Leah’s sight before stopping in front of  her. 
“Hello. What’s your name?”
Leah raised her head. The newcomer surveyed her with genuine cu-

riosity, tinged with a kindness miles away from Alinoé’s hostility. She no-
ticed the delicate oval of  her jaw, the deep copper tone of  her skin before 
clearing her throat to answer “Leah.”

The woman tilted her head, letting a lock of  black hair out from 
behind her ear.

“I’m Sian,” she introduced herself  with a smile.
In her back, Alinoé hissed in disapproval. She dismissed it with a hand 

gesture, came forward and crouched in order to look at her in the eyes. 
Leah recoiled.

“Don’t be afraid”, she appeased her. ”I’m just checking something.”
Checking what? Leah wanted to ask, but the words were too heavy to 

pass her lips. That she was dead? Did she also know? A glance to Alinoé 
persuaded her to comply, unless she wanted to be compelled to.

When Sian finally stood up with a contemplating ‘hm’, Leah’s eyes 
itched like she had spent hours in front of  a screen.

“I saw nothing unusual” she heard Sian explain to her jailer. “It’s 
rather blurry, I’m not sure. I’m sorry Alinoé, you’ll have to wait for Zam 
to examine her, he’s more skilled than me on this matter.”

Sian contemplated her anew. Uncomfortable, Leah shifted uncomfor-
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tably on her chair and dared to ask, “What are you looking for into my 
eyes?”

Alinoé’s sight made her wish to disappear into the ground, but Sian 
enlightened her “Many things. The Allegiance mark, an insight of  your 
amelys, traces of  energy flows, these sorts of  things.”

Leah blinked. She understood absolutely nothing.
“That’s enough,” snapped Alinoé. “She needn’t know more.”
“Zam’s not back yet,” Sian informed him without minding his temper. 

“Should I ask someone to replace you?”
“No.”
“You sure? It’s been a long night, you should res—”
“I found her, I watch her.”
Sian did not insist. After a last glance in the prisoner’s direction, she 

excused herself  and exited the room.
New sounds resounded from the corridor. Loud voices, banging 

doors, heavy footsteps. Whoever these people were, they were coming 
back, making Leah’s situation more precarious. 

Nearby, Alinoé was back against the wall in his statue-like demeanour, 
peering at her like a curious owl hidden in a foliage of  straight black 
strands, his collar up his nose for only his glowing irises to be seen.

“How long before the drug leaves my body?”
“I did not drug you.”
“You mean to tell me you performed a magic trick? You really take me 

for an idiot, don’t you?”
He answered by a blink, which turned his irises back to a deep choco-

late-brown. No glow or whatsoever remained.
Leah froze in horror. She had to be dreaming. People could not switch 

their eye colour like this, nor could they inflict pain in a simple contact, 
warm up the air in a blink, provoke a momentary euphoria, or—

Unsettled by her examination, Alinoé sank deeper into his collar and 
crossed his arms in a metallic clatter. He was not fast enough to hide the 
golden flash of  his right hand before Leah’s gaze fell upon.

She saw enough to understand, then: what she mistook for a huge 
weapon when they met was, in fact, his arm. Now she thought about it, 
she could easily see the entanglement of  wires and piston and iron plates 
beneath the fabric of  his coat. Judging by its form, the prosthetics must 
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go up to his shoulder. 
A shiver tumbled down her spine. Such an advanced technology did 

not exist in her reality—and owed nothing to magic. 
Where was she?

 




