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​La Dame du Ciel 

Grey. Grey. Grey. 

Smoke clung to her skin like it wanted in—crawling down her throat, swelling her tongue, and burning her lungs with every breath.

Her bare heels slipped on shattered limestone. The corpses were everywhere—too many to count. Too many she’d once called friend. 

Escaping from her gendarmerie had gone from impossible to insultingly easy once they’d spotted the enemy.

Until death strikes—for the crown. How quickly their oath had collapsed. 

Through the crack in her chamber’s door, Adelina watched the soldiers flee. She might have fled, too, had she not already known her fate. 

With what was left of the court, her father had gone on a scouting mission to the north—the continent's final lip where witches bloomed in the frozen cliffs and crags. Had her father stayed, perhaps the night would have unfolded differently. 

But deep down, she knew the truth. The enemy had won long ago if the rumours were true. The whispers said he haunted dreams, hollowed minds, and drove the strongest to madness. No one knew if he was man or shadow. Wraith or demon. 

Whatever he was, Adelina had felt him clawing at the edges of her own mind of late.

The dungeon door groaned. The twisted sound reverberated down the stretch of empty, rusting cells. 

After last spring’s parade of executions, only one prisoner remained. 

Adelina dropped to the ground across from his cell, knees folding as her silk gown—once a divine shade of blue—met stone and filth. She didn’t care. It would be torn and bloodied soon. 

Butcher sat slouched, knees hugged to his chest, staring at the ceiling as if he could see through the miles of granite and steel to the battle above. 

“You should not be here, child.” His voice slid over her skin like acid, scaring deep.

She rested her chin on her knees. Fifteen—yes. A child by age. But born in a war, marked by prophecy, she had lived more than some did with a full span of seventy. 

“I wrote a letter,” she said, ignoring his warning. “For myself should I come here again. I’m sure I’ll be scared. The Nephilim say I’ll have no memory of before, so I thought...the extra guidance could only help. Assuming there is anything left to remember by tomorrow—” 

His laugh was bitter. “May the enemy break down these walls and slice me in two if it means I’m spared of this prophecy rot.” 

Skrolls, she’d hoped for better company in her final moments. 

“You never believed in my prophecy.” Most of the villagers refused to believe in Adelina. In the Skrolls. In the very magic that was currently tearing through the realm. 

“Because it’s a story.” 

The screams and cracking of stone had grown tenfold. Ikarus was near. Or perhaps the splinter between the realms had grown another inch. She didn’t dare let her mind trail to thoughts of her father. 

“A prophecy,” she corrected tightly. “Not a story.” She swallowed hard against the fresh, hot lump in her throat. “I am La Dame.” She ran a finger over the band of runes framing her silver brows. “Babes are not born with these markings. Can your science explain that?” 

“Your father had those branded into you. He took you from your lifeless mother and fashioned a lie he knew the desperate would ravage.”

Adelina held back her flinch. She knew the rumours. Heard them at every ball, banquet, and execution. But she also knew what lived inside her. What stirred in her bones. 

“I believe that you, a man of science, would call that a ‘hypothesis,’” she replied coolly. 

He only sneered in response.

“I will rise again, Butcher.” The palace would be ash, her kingdom forgotten. But she would return. Somehow. One day. “I will win this war and protect the realm with all I am.”

Her skin tingled. Limbs stiffened. The Skrolls were coming.

“Or you will destroy it,” he recalled too eagerly. “This war is just one end. The next time may be you.”

Adelina’s knuckles bled white. Rage welled. For a rancid, fleeting, moment she wished to end him where he sat. 

“You have your science, Butcher,” she admitted as the walls shuddered. Smoke poured in, piercing her lungs and blurring Butcher’s yellowed grin. “I have my faith—” 

The dungeon ceiling gave way before she could finish. Hands—inhuman and infinite—wrapped around her narrow shoulders. And pulled.

She was La Dame du Ciel, the last ember of a dying era. The Skrolls would carry her, body and soul, through the centuries. As they did, she did not scream. She did not cry. Adelina vanished.

​* * * 

SHE FELL. THE SKROLLS plucked Adelina from time and hurled her forward five hundred years. Memories splintered. The dungeon. The war. Her father. All gone. 

As she tumbled through the sky, she was only dimly aware that the world was on fire. No, that was just the rain. Fat, steaming droplets, the shade of poppies spilled from the bloated clouds and tore past her. 

A sheet of crimson blanketed the realm, slicing through the nighttime like blades as her shoulders met the ground.

Adelina’s lungs screamed, her spinal cord rearranging from the jolting impact. She rolled, choking on blood and remnants of smoke—and somehow stood.

The field of tall grass slashed her legs. The storm winds howled above. 

What nightmare had she fallen into?

The grass thinned to make way for a road paved in sleek cobbles, interrupted with weeds. 

Adelina snaked her attention over to the sprawling cottage where a woman stood motionless on the front steps. Her mouth opened wide in a scream. “It’s her!” the crone cried out. “By the Skrolls, she has fallen!” 

Dozens of people sprang from the cottage’s flapping doors. They met Adelina’s eyes with equal expressions of terror. More screams, warped and gnarled from the storm.

“Grab her!” 

Through the onslaught of rain, she saw a flash of silver as a man unsheathed a dagger from his side. 

“La Dame! Seize her!” 

She scrambled back into the field, ducking low into high grass. For the first time in her life that she could remember, Adelina ran. 

She had no memory of where she had come from, yet she had the roaring feeling of wanting to go back. Back to a time and place she could not recall. 

She stumbled through thorns and brambles, feet bleeding, lungs searing. 

Adelina’s mind was a swell of empty spaces where memories should have been. Her name. She had that. But the ache inside of her was vast and hollow. A grief without context. 

She was still too close to the cottage where the mob had spilled forth. Daggers and torches in hand. 

Run. She had to keep running. And she did, until her body slammed into something solid. 

A man. 

Adelina shrank back and waited for the blow. In half a second that seemed eternal, she thought of all the ways he would destroy her. 

Bracing herself for what was to come, Adelina cracked her left lid open a sliver.

“Are you hurt?” he asked, voice strangely silken and calm.  

She stared, dumbstruck. Shook her head. 

“Where did you come from?” He was already looking at the sky. 

I wrote a letter. I’m sure I’ll be scared....I’ll have no memory of before...Assuming there is anything left...by tomorrow. 

Words swirled through her mind, an underwater echo that ebbed and flowed. Adelina didn’t try to cling to the fading memory because when she did, her mind became an inferno. She swallowed her wince and let the lost words go. 

Again, she shook her head.

Lightning struck and illuminated the moment he held out his hand. “Let’s get you out of this storm.” 

It was through shaky, dumb faith that she slid her hand into his. It was all she had left.That, and her name. 

​
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​Ville de Fer Assassins 

It had been three months, seven days, and—if Eian had to guess—ten minutes since La Dame du Ciel had fallen.

The realm was still sputtering in dumbfounded mayhem. Or, the guff-storm of the millennium, as Rowen Mabbit liked to call it. 

The bounty on La Dame’s head had risen to a staggering six hundred thousand lyr, and that was just what the backwater slums of Le Nayan were offering. Every day, assassins and soldiers flooded the mountain passes that traversed through the west seeking a woman with a crown of runes. 

Everyone was hunting her. Even if they thought the prophecy was false, and most did, the price on her head was something that not even the most skeptical of believers could dispute. 

Hers was an infamous prophecy. La Dame alone would either save the world from an impending destruction...or become the very evil that ended the realm. 

Yet prophecies and magic no longer ruled the realm as they once had. Now, lyr? Glimmering hunks of gold and silver that could buy estates and more food than one could eat in a single sitting? That reigned supreme in Vorya. 

“Well, they were in a penurious mood, weren’t they?” 

“Penurious?” 

“Uh-huh. I read it in a book.”

“Really? What book, Rowen?” Eian doubted the man had ever read a book. There were only so many hours in a day, and for Rowen Mabbit, those were filled with flirting and admiring his jawline in the mirror.

“How to Take a Jest. A volume I highly doubt that tavern owner and his wife have ever picked up.” 

Eian’s face soured as he prodded at the right flank of his damaged torso. The tavern owner had nearly cut out his liver. Two inches up, an inch deeper, and Eian’s insides would be outside. 

“Why?” Rowen asked. “Did I use the word wrong?” 

“Well, you didn’t use it right.” 

At this rate, Rowen’s fat mouth would land them in a grave before they ever found La Dame.

“You’re going to get us killed.” 

Rowen tilted his handsome face over at Eian. His crooked smile under the silver moonlight was equal parts wild and cunning. Rowen was insane. Fervid. But there was a calculation to his chaos. When he wasn’t behaving like the back end of a donkey, he was clever—to a degree. 

“I paid the couple a compliment,” Rowen explained.

The angry tavern owner and his wife had stopped pursuing them a block ago. The red and orange sign of the tavern had faded to the night until only the smaller huts and crags of the mountain village surrounded them. 

Pieces of hulking debris from the Old World littered the horizon of the distant town. The fallen monoliths disappeared into the misty clouds overhead, flanked by a collapsed bridge that Eian could not help but think must have been a breathtaking sight when the Old World had lived. 

“You called them ‘denser than dung,’” Eian reminded. 

Rowen’s face broke out in a filthy grin. “I’m hilarious.” 

“You’re an idiot.” 

“Idiot. Hm. Is that how you Ile Surese pronounce ‘disgustingly handsome?’”

Eian rolled his eyes hard to fight off his creeping grin. “Disgustingly stupid, maybe.” 

Ever since leaving their Master’s estate in Ville de Fer, the trek for La Dame had been a gruelling endeavour. The harsh wind of the Locmarie mountain pass was unforgiving, and scores of men joined the hunt each hour. They chased empty leads and false rumours day in and day out. Each false lead frayed the edge of Eian's resolve. 

Every day La Dame wasn't found, that dream of his clawed deeper under Eian’s skin.

Eian heard the footsteps before he saw the men. 

“So yous the ones that’ve been askin’ ‘bout La Dame all ‘round town,” a thick baritone called out from the shadows. 

Three men emerged from the sifting mist. They were bulky and muddied in scars typically reserved for the bounty hunters of Vorya. 

Eian noted the flashes of silver holstered at their hips. Pistols. The weapons were ancient Old World relics and intimidating to anyone who knew what they’d been used for in another life. But the things were useless—merely an accessory now—since the art of creating bullets had been lost thousands of years ago. 

Rowen tilted his face back. Smiled. It was far from the one he’d worn only a moment ago. This was a dare. It was the smile of a Ville de Fer assassin. “So you must be responsible for that rancid smell,” Rowen drawled while pushing back his mane of golden waves. “Skrolls, my friend and I thought that was the stables, didn’t we, Eian?” 

Eian refrained from rolling his eyes again. Rowen had a gift for knowing exactly what to say to piss people off. 

The three men stepped forward, each looking like they’d enjoy ripping off Rowen’s head. Well, the men would have to get in line with the hundreds of others who wanted Rowen dead, each for varying reasons. 

“We’ve been huntin’ La Dame. We don’t appreciate the competition comin’ to our town,” the man with the thick voice and the aversion to pronouncing his Gs snapped.

Eian blurted before he could think twice, “We’re not hunting her.” Far from it. Just the insinuation left him defensive.

“Well, you twos have been askin’ ‘bout her.”

“My friend and I are looking for her,” Rowen explained. “The plan—or the lack thereof—is to find her before the likes of you do.” 

All three men crossed their meaty arms. “What’s that means?” they asked in unison. 

“Skrolls, you lot are denser than that tavern owner.” Rowen inhaled hard, nostrils flaring. “Is there something about this air that breeds morons? Or are the rumours just true about the inbreeding this high in the mountains?” 

Eian didn’t have a chance to cringe before a fight erupted. 

Rowen dodged the first fist aimed at his head, ducking low and landing a brutal blow to the man’s stomach. 

The second man made to grab Eian’s throat. It was a sloppy attack and over before it began. Eian twisted the man’s outstretched wrist until he heard a pop, and drove his knee between the man’s legs for good measure. 

Eian was short for a man, a good foot under Rowen. But his muscles were lithe and well-defined from years of training. Eian’s slight stature made him a natural killer. He washed into the shadows with ease, unsuspecting and able to slip past even the most discerning of eyes. No one took Eian for a threat until he was slitting their throat. 

Rowen’s assasination methods were much...louder. After all, there was no missing that man when he walked into the room.

When Eian looked back, the third attacker was already writhing on the ground holding his nose. Going by the blood that spurted down his chin, Eian was willing to bet the thing was broken in a few places.

Yes. Much louder. 

Rowen shrugged over the unconscious bodies, bored. “I don’t know why, but I was expecting more. It’s been years since I was last stabbed—have to say I miss that thrill.” 

Eian narrowed his eyes. “Idiot.” He stepped over the bodies and continued down the narrow path. Thanks to Rowen’s run-in at the tavern, and now this, they were hours behind schedule. They would have to ride through the night to make it to the next town by morning.

“What?” Eian asked after a lull of silence. Rowen was seldom known for being quiet. 

“You won’t like what I have to say.” 

The pair halted once the horses came into view. Nalani and Madigan were still tied to the post where they’d left them that evening. 

“Then don’t say it.” Eian knew exactly what was stirring inside Rowen’s golden skull. And he didn’t want to hear a single word of it. “It will put me in a penurious mood.” 

“It’s been three months.”

“I. Don’t. Want. To. Hear it—”

“It’s been three months since she fell,” Rowen continued. “Three, Eian. Don’t evade the very likely possibility that La Dame has already been caught...or killed. The entire realm is hunting her, and I can promise you we’re the only ones looking for her with good intentions. I followed you out here to help, and this is me helping you. I could be back at Ville de Fer eating grapes in a golden tub while someone braids my hair. Just tell me why we’re still out here.” 

“She’s alive,” Eian pressed. “La Dame is out there, waiting for us to find her.” Skrolls, Eian was far too aware of how deluded he sounded.

“How can you even begin to know that?” 

“Because.” Eian’s voice dropped to a rasp as he drew out the string of words he’d been dreading to say aloud. “I’ve seen it.” Slowly, he slid back the leather of his tunic. Held up his wrist. A swath of moonlight sliced through the misty clouds above, washing over the rune pressed across Eian’s skin. 

“What am I looking at right now?” Rowen asked, brows tight. “I never did take you for someone into body modifications. What with that stick perpetually up your ass.” 

“No. I had this dream. Four weeks ago. And when I woke up I thought it was a fever dream, at first. But the mark never faded.” He couldn’t describe the pain, or, Skrolls, the smell of the mark as it had branded into his skin.

“The dreams still come. I have them every night and they’re always the same. There’s this meadow and three strangers. Don’t laugh, I’m being serious! And then she appears. La Dame.” Eian held up his wrist higher to Rowen’s face. “It was more than a dream, Rowen. I can’t explain how real it was. She is out there, and somehow I’m involved. Most likely, those strangers in my dreams are, too. I’ve thought about it for a long time. I know I’m not crazy, and I can’t stop what is happening.” Those three strangers were as branded into his mind as La Dame. A witch. A giant man with inked skin. A feral woman with a scar cleaving her face in two. 

“So the Skrolls picked you and three others to...what? Protect La Dame du Ciel in some otherworldly, cosmically chosen gendarmerie?” Rowen was red-faced with laughter. His shoulders shook. The bastard's eyes watered. 

“Yes!” Eian fought off the urge to punch Rowen square in the perfect jaw. “Or...” The blush that crept up his cheeks was fierce. “I don’t know, and that’s exactly why we need to find her. I can’t turn my back on this, Rowen. I won’t.” Eian crossed his arms, feeling more vulnerable than he ever had. “So. Are you coming with me, or is this where we part? I’m sure if you head back to Ville de Fer now you can still have that bath with grapes. But I’d advise against the braids because you’d look ridiculous.” 

Rowen’s grin started small and slow. “I’ve followed worse fools into worse odds. Perhaps I find blind faith inspiring." 

As if Eian hadn’t just confessed he was cosmically tied to La Dame herself, Rowen breezed past him toward the horses. “Now, come on. All that loafing of yours has cost us time. I read that one in a book, too.” 

​
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​The Coven

The Witches of the Interdimensional lived in the deadliest stretch of the northern wilds.

Their home was a dizzying patchwork of forest and crumbling mountain keeps. A heavy quilt of shadows swelled throughout the Luz du Mont and over into Sabine’s Forest. There, it was met by an equally congested stretch of towering pines and the churring of insects. 

Nerine, biceps sore and stained from the raid, fell back as her sisters entered the Luz du Mont. A fresh layer of frost had begun to set around the leather of her armbands. It was a welcomed bite, like a punch in the face that momentarily stunned her thoughts into silence. 

The stone bridge she crossed connected towering mountain peaks. The bridge’s flaring end gave way to a plateau that clung to the side of a cliff where its jagged edge descended into oblivion. She glanced over the side of the entrance, where the abyss seemed to stare back. 

She should have been at the front. But she was too exhausted to keep her emotions hidden from the others. Nerine was meant to be ruthless. Soulless. She was meant to be as cruel as her grandmother. And she was. But things had...changed since those rotting dreams. 

She still had her anger. The young witch had that in overflowing barrels. But killing had become harder. The roaches were no longer foreign—she saw them every night in her dreams. And that made her hate them even more.

It was a vicious, inescapable cycle she couldn’t break no matter how hard she tried. 

“It got away because of you!” Soren snarled from the front of the pack. 

Amelie snapped back, “Don’t blame me for your mistake, Sor.”

The two witches locked eyes. The snarling collision of ebony and crimson was just virulent enough to make Nerine pause from her thoughts. 

“Enough,” Celeste cut in before anyone could slice into bone. Pity. “You were both in charge of dealing with the runaways. It is both of your faults that a human escaped. Get over it and shut up before I decide to do something about it.” Her steely eyes grew dark as she looked at the two witches, a dare sparking behind her stare. 

Soren huffed. Amelie backed down with a twitch of her upper lip. Knowing better than to start a fight with Celie, both witches continued walking on in fuming silence. 

“Were you planning on stepping in?” Celie murmured as the others took the lead, bleeding into the shadows of the cave’s entrance further up ahead. 

Nerine shrugged. “I was content to watch it unfold. My coin was on Amelie.” 

“Without me, your Ghuard wouldn’t last an hour because everyone would kill each other.”

Nerine’s smile was as quick as it was sharp. “But just imagine the fun we’d have while doing it.”

Not even Celie could hold in her bark of laughter.

“We’re being pushed, Celie,” Nerine added tightly. “Three raids in two days? They feel it. I feel it.” Tensions were not just high—they were deadly. “Every time I see Ismay sharpening her axe I want to shove it in her face.” 

Nerine supposed it wasn’t just those dreams of hers that had her wound tight. It seemed that gone were the days the coven adhered to the Pact that kept them bound to the frosty white caps of the north. Nerine’s grandmother was testing those lines. One massacre at a time. Not a single one of them knew why. 

Before Celie could respond, the cavernous hall came to an abrupt halt, giving way to a yawning pit below. One by one the witches fell into the deluge of black, plummeting through the open air in what an unwitting bystander would describe as a death plunge. 

Nerine exhaled as she jumped from the ledge where the earth broke off. Gravity coiled around her ankles and pulled her down, down, down into the frigid belly of the Luz du Mont. 

Grinning, she opened her arms wide as she fell in a trail of silk and flaming curls. All around her, grating cackles filled the open space. A twisted heartbeat she never wanted to end. 

Their ancestors, the ones that had crashed on Vorya so long ago, once had wings. They’d been great wings of ebony, thin as spider’s silk yet strong as steel, that would drag along the floor in one’s wake. She could feel it as she fell now. That phantom pull of muscles and bone at her back had her heart craving for the lost planet of her people. 

She hit the ground with her knee first, followed by her fist punching into the frozen cobbles. A shudder ran throughout the underground tunnel as the witch stood in one swift motion, her cloak sweeping along the stone at her feet in a wave of midnight. 

“Nerine,” Celie called out. Most of the Ghuard was far ahead, already started for the Pit where the rest of the coven dwelled. Good. She could avoid them for the rest of the night if she stuck to the upper levels of the mountain. Her sisters knew her too well. It was only a matter of time before one of them noticed the rune on her wrist. Or how she was pale after each raid, and hadn't killed a single human in the last three outings. 

Celie stood solid in the open mouth of the corridor that led to the Pit. The black line of her jaw feathered as if she had something to say, and Nerine was going to hear it. 

“The dreams.”

Nerine straightened, her fingers twitching over her wrist. This, she decided bitterly, was the last stinking thing she wanted to talk about. Now she knew why her sister had planted herself so firmly in front of the only exit. Not to discuss the recent raid. Not to further chide her over Soren and Amelie’s tiff—or the runaway human. No. It was to talk about those rotting dreams. 

“Have they stopped?” 

“Yes,” Nerine lied. Only Celie knew of the dreams. It was reckless to have confided in her. Yet Nerine had been so rattled that first night. So weak. She remembered with brutal clarity the burn of bile along the base of her throat when Celie found her hunched in the corner of the sleeping barracks. The words had tumbled out so carelessly. Three humans—a short man, a scarred woman, and a giant with bold inkings of ebony. A meadow. And La Dame du Ciel in the centre of it all. 

The same dream hounded her night after night for the last four weeks. It was an endless torment. An endless reminder that something within her had broken or decayed.

Witches did not dream. Ever. 

La Dame’s prophecy was an old one, and though it belonged to the humans, Nerine knew it well. All of Vorya did. 

Celie’s eyes hardened as if she could smell the lie that fell so easily from Nerine’s lips. “That’s bosh. Maybe...” She threw a sharp look over her shoulder to ensure they were alone. “Maybe it’s time you go to Madame. The woman’s rotten but she’s older than dirt. I’m sure she could help explain why this is happening—” 

“It’s not. The dreams have stopped. I’m fine.” They hadn't. She wasn’t. And they both knew it. 

Celie may not have spat ‘bosh’ this time, but it was written clear as day in her silver stare. “Very well,” was all she said before departing for the Pit. “That must have been Amelie I heard screaming in the night. My mistake.” 

Nerine knew there was more her sister wanted to say. But as always, Celie had given Nerine what she’d needed. In this case, an end to the discussion. It was either that or finding a second ledge to jump off. 

Maybe Celie was right. Rot. Maybe Madame could help. Could she get rid of the dreams—and the rune inexplicably branded on her wrist? But at what cost? If First Matron were to find out? She’d crucify Nerine and mount her corpse to the toothy entrance of the Luz du Mont. She’d done it before for less. 

She shook that lovely thought to the back of her mind. 

With a sweep of her cloak, she trailed after Celie. But she was not bound for the Pit as her sister was.

To distract herself, she focused on the glowyrms slinking across the ceiling, washing the stone in electric blues and greens that put the stars to shame. 

The booming cackles of the Pit grew faint. Dread coiled in her gut as she neared the end of the glowing passageway. She halted sharply in front of the iron door as she had done countless times before. 

“Leave or enter,” the guttural voice hissed from the other side. 

Nerine stood straighter, pulling her shoulders back until a ringing pain formed along the muscled column of her spine. She shook off any lingering thoughts of her dreams. Of the meadow, and those humans and La Dame, until her mind was blank. 

It was best to have an empty head when dealing with First Matron. It was the only way to keep the tears at bay when the beatings began, and it made the agony easier to swallow. In her grandmother’s presence, Nerine was not strong. She was not weak. She was nothing. And nothing couldn’t feel pain. 

The door groaned open of its own accord. A familiar wave of hemlock and metal filled her nose as she entered the long and narrow space. And another. A strange scent lingered in the air. The smell of...roses.

Nerine’s face soured. 

The room held a throne and flickering, gnarled sconces mounted to the obsidian walls. Stained glass rose from the chair’s arched back. The shards of tinted glass framed a halo of scarlet above First Matron’s bald head. 

“You reek,” First Matron drawled. Her eyes, pitiless gorges that sunk into her withered face, swept over Nerine. The old witch hadn't had eyes in decades. Her nose had crumbled to dust long ago, along with her lips and the once-golden flesh of her cheeks. 

It was hard to imagine there’d been a time when the crone had looked like Nerine. Wild locks of red. Icy eyes. A cupid’s bow mouth so sharp it rivaled the arch of her brows. At least, that’s how she was depicted in the faint murals that covered the Pit. 

Witches of the Interdimensional aged differently than humans. Her people flaked like ash over hundreds of years, turning into husks long before their hearts ever gave out. 

She stared back into her grandmother's familiar, empty stare. “A human escaped.” 

You don’t break, Nerine told herself as the silence stretched on. She’d been telling herself that for as long as she could remember.

First Matron traced her finger, the last digit no more than a gnarled nub of grey skin, over the throne’s ruby arm. “And who is responsible?” Those dark sockets bore into her. 

You don’t break.

“I am, First Matron.” She kept Amelie and Soren’s names far, far, far from the forefront of her mind. Her grandmother couldn’t read minds like some Nephilim had been known to do. But Nerine wouldn’t be surprised if that was a secret power her grandmother had acquired through her many years. First Matron’s power, much like her brutality, was endless. 

Not for the first time, she wondered what had happened to the woman to make her take such cruel delight in the torture of her own kin. 

You don’t break.

You don’t break.

You. Don’t. Break.

Silently, Nerine flicked her iron claws over the buckle of her cloak. The silk fabric fell to her feet in a sweeping collection of dark blue. She had failed. In more ways than her grandmother could ever know. And as it had been since the birth of her race, failure demanded blood. 

​
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​Chapter 4
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​The Darkest Part of the Faron Gap

Bex’s eyes stung with unshed tears. Shooting pains lurched up her neck and down her stiffened backside as she pressed herself up from the muddy ground. 

“AGAIN!” Gabriel, her cousin, roared.

Up above, Percy eyed her from the watchtower’s balcony like she was his next meal.

Bex feinted right before thrusting her arm up in a deadly arc. The impact sent aching reverberations down her forearm and split the dry skin of her knuckles.

Grunting, her cousin absorbed the blow before charging forward with a renewed sense of strength. The man’s meaty arms surged around Bex’s waist as he tackled her to the ground with the force of a charging wyvern. 

Gabriel was built like a true fighter. He towered in height and was corded with the kind of muscles that only came from years of harsh training. But what Bex lacked in height and weight, she made up for in skill. Thank the Skrolls she’d been born with more intelligence than the average Faron male. 

His hands went for her neck. She wouldn’t give him the chance. Bex raised her head, bashing her forehead into his nose before his thumbs could crush her windpipe. 

Her skull throbbed from the contact, and the reverberations launched down the old scar that cleaved her face in half. Yet eyeing the way blood gushed from his nose, Bex knew her cousin had taken the brunt of the damage.

She leapt to her feet, nailing Gabriel with a double jab to the gut before planting her hands on his shoulders. And drove her knee up between his thighs.

He fell to the ground. Grunting and spitting and cursing. The sight was enough to make Bex snort despite the blazing pain along her ribs.

After earning a few curt nods of approval from the passing crowd, she slid her gaze up to the watchtower’s balcony. Empty now. The air still simmered with Percy’s rage. No doubt her brother had taken off once it was clear who would win. 

A smile tugged at the corner of her distorted lip. “Best out of three?” she dared. Her words were aimed at Gabriel, yet her eyes remained fixed on the balcony. Just once, she wished to take on Percy in the arena. But that was one fight that Bex would lose, as much as she hated to admit it. 

With a broken finger, Gabriel flipped her off before crawling out of the arena. 

“Baby,” Bex chuckled. 

“The biggest,” Madelaine agreed from behind. 

Bex spun around to find her other cousin resting against one of the jagged posts that held up the arena’s roped fencing. Madelaine’s dress, the colour of buttermilk, pooled like gauze at her feet. It was a stark contrast to Bex’s muddied leathers and busted knuckles. 

Most women of the Faron Gap dressed in layered gowns that billowed like smoke on the wind, similar to the one Madelaine wore now. 

The pair were two sides of the same broken coin. Yet they had gone down different paths. Bex refused to rely on anyone but herself for survival. She’d chosen a harder life. A colder one. She was always bruised and half-starved, but it was worth it to go to sleep in a bed that was her own. Under a roof that she alone had earned. 

“Here.” Madelaine eyed the slow shuffle of the passing crowd as she slipped a small vial into Bex’s dirty palm. “For those dreams. Just three drops an hour before you go to bed. It should do the trick.” 

The vial’s emerald contents splashed up against the glass’s stout sides. Bex shoved the tonic into the back pocket of her leathers. “Thank you.” She didn’t want to know what her cousin had done to get her hands on something so rare this deep in the Faron Gap. “You didn’t have to.” 

Madelaine’s pert nose, red from the cold, crinkled. “All I have to do is breathe. This, I wanted to do.” 

“Smartass.” Bex hadn’t told her cousin the exact details of her dreams, only that she’d been plagued with the same one for the past four weeks. That meadow, and the three strangers and La Dame, wouldn’t leave her alone. They were as merciless as her brother. Almost. 

Whatever the dream meant, whatever the rune on her wrist meant, Bex was content to stay out of it. Everyone in Vorya was after La Dame, and joining the hunt would only guarantee Bex an early grave. So she kept the dream and the rune to herself. If she told Madelaine, her cousin would only urge her to leave and follow whatever path the Skrolls had laid out for her to walk. 

Madelaine was one of the few people left in the realm who believed in the Skrolls. Ancient beings who had birthed the Nephilim race. Neither existed now. Both the Skrolls and their kin perished hundreds of years ago—faded from history into legend, and legend into whispers. 

But Madelaine still looked to the deities for hope. Where Bex saw the sky, her cousin saw the stars. 

“One of these days you’ll have to tell me about these dreams of yours,” she mused sweetly. The soft brush of her smile fell slightly, her pale brows fusing in a sadness that Bex recognized too well. “I crave for any tales beyond this camp.” 

“Maybe one day,” Bex lied. “They’re nothing special.” Another lie, she supposed. 

Madelaine rolled her eyes as if she saw right through Bex. “I’m sure that’s not true, cousin. I await to hear all the details of these dreams. When you’re ready to share.” She added the last part with a wink. 

They fell into an easy silence as they took to the muddy trails of the camp, side by side. The sun had already begun its descent. The dying light hung low behind the Daninian mountains to the north, and washed the sky in a pinky haze.

The trails thinned, and the crowd receded the further they walked. With the light of day steadily retreating, so too were the people. If one were smart, they made sure they were locked in their huts come nightfall. The real monsters of the Faron Gap thrived in the night and had a habit of howling like wolves just to make the children flinch. Her brother and cousins were among those wolves. 

Bex and Madelaine’s pace faltered once they reached the break in the muddy trail. The left path led to Madelaine’s home, the one she shared with the other single females in the camp. The right would take Bex to her own.

The cluster of huts looked over the swamp kingdom of Montreux in the far distance to the south. Between the kingdom and them, the closest neighbouring camp was not for another hundred miles. Throughout the empty terrain of mountain peaks were relics of the Old World, monoliths of glass and steel that had once scraped the skies.

Despite herself, gazing out at the rest of the world that seemed so close yet impossibly far away, Bex could not help but think of her dream. The meadow called to her even when she was awake. The strangers’ faces were etched into her memory—tattooed along the insides of her lids. 

For Madelaine’s sake, Bex swallowed the curse that sat heavily on the tip of her tongue. Skrolls, she hoped that the sleeping tonic would help. 

“I have asked you this before,” Madelaine began. Her body was positioned toward the trail that would lead her home, but her eyes stalled on Bex’s ruined face. “And I’m sure this will not be the last. Why are you still here?” Her words were so quiet, hardly a whisper. “So easy, you could leave.” 

Bex rolled her stiff shoulders back. Looked away. “Why would I do that?” 

“I watch you fight that oaf cousin of ours every day. You do not just survive those fights, Rebecca, you thrive.” Madelaine’s eyes glazed over in a prideful awe. “You could leave—get as far away from here as possible. Aurvanches, Danin, Montreux, you could go anywhere. You could carve out a life worth living.” 

Bex was quick to counter with, “The world is the Faron Gap, Mads. The kingdoms and islands beyond may be shiny, but they are just as lethal. At least here our wolves don’t wear masks. Out there, I’d be lost and useless. I’m—we are better here, okay? Maybe we just leave it at that.” 

Madelaine straightened. “You could never be lost. Or useless,” she added softly. She took Bex’s rough hand in hers and squeezed. “Promise me. Promise one day we will leave. I mourn every day wasted here.” Her voice tightened on the last part.

Slowly, Bex rested her other hand on top of her cousin’s. “One day,” she promised after a spell of silence. Another lie. The kingdoms were vile. Wicked. At least here in the familiar world of the Faron Gap, Bex knew what to expect. Here, she could protect Madelaine. And that was precisely why she could never know the details of Bex’s dreams. 

Her cousin beamed in a way that sent Bex’s stomach into knots. “Good,” she blew out in slow relief, shoulders loosening. “Good.” She kissed Bex on the twisted cheek before leaving. 

Madelaine’s final words echoed down the trails of the emptied camp, sending the hair along Bex’s arms pricking as if something momentous had just taken place.

Bex couldn’t put her finger on what it was. 
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​Chapter 5
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​Redcap

“Cheater! He cheated!”

Spitting out a mouthful of blood onto the unconscious opponent at his feet, Samuel Delvaux sliced his attention through the gambling masses and sputtering candlelight. 

He lifted his busted finger in the air, beckoning his accuser forth. “Come on up and let’s have another round!” Sam dared. “I’ll show you how I cheat.” He’d make it quick. 

The crowd laughed as the old man stepped back with a shake of his balding head. He scuttled off into the fray of the tavern, his ratty overcoat bidding them all goodbye. 

As Sam slipped through the arena’s roped fencing, the tavern’s attention moved from him to the newest match inside the ring. He left the tavern before the first punch was thrown. 

This far out along the outskirts of Visieux was as bleak as it got in Ile Armes. Maybe in all of Vorya. Smoke flooded the streets from the open windows of the opium dens and hung heavy in the air like silken curtains. 

The occasional wanderer brushed past as he made his way down to the shore. They all bore the same remiss expressions, gazes unfixed at some point in the distance as they flocked from den to den. So different from the roaring, snarling patrons of Redcap. 

With the sloshing of the nearing shore percolating the smoky air, Sam glared at the line of tailor shops in the distance. The wooden huts were as ancient as the gnarled women inside them. Not for the first time, he wondered what kind of person would seek out a tailor. His gut twisted at the thought. 

Sam waded into the shallow water and made quick work of scrubbing down his forearms and under his nails until only a thin line of dirt remained. Wasting no time, he scrambled away from the shore without a second look back at the rickety shops.

He stuck to the path of teak arches that led straight to the grassy countryside of Ile Armes. The world grew darker the farther he ventured from the flaming torches and red lanterns of the wicked town. 

It wasn’t long until Visieux was a palm-sized cluster of light in the distance. Shallow hills of tall grass undulated from the warm breeze, and chunks of space debris from the Old World marred the horizon. 

Gazing up at the crusted, weather-beaten hunks of metal, it was almost impossible to imagine how they’d once been. Roaming the sky, high above where the blue faded into a maddening black. Satellites are what they’d once been called. Or so that was what Sam’s father had told him, and his father before that.

No doubt a load of rot, is all Sam had to say about that. 

At last, the cottage came into sight. “She’s asleep,” Marcel, Sam’s father, said before he could close the door at his back. 

Marcel was hunched over the kitchen table, the yellow pages of a thin medicinal book splayed open in front of him. “The poor girl was screaming earlier. It must be some dream she’s having.”

“It’s always some dream.”

Sam snuck a glance through the ajar door into the bedroom where La Dame slept. Sweat beaded along her scarred brow and darkened the blue sheets tangled around her legs. Moonlight spilled in through the bedroom window to illuminate the white of her hair, making it look as though she glowed.

He closed the bedroom door softly. “Did you spot any more guards today?” he asked before sliding into the chair across from his father. 

Three months ago, she had fallen in Marcel and Sam’s backyard. Since that night, the soldiers of Ile Armes patrolled the fields of the countryside every afternoon with a rancid sense of determination.

“Not today. I’m sure they’ll be back. King Adrien raised the bounty this evening by another nine thousand. Dead or alive now.” 

“Well, rot.”

A beat of silence passed, occasionally interrupted by Adelina’s stirring in the next room. 

Marcel didn’t ask where his son had been. His father never asked. Though Sam took great care in cleaning himself off after every brawl, a piece of him suspected his father knew exactly what he got up to between the hours of the night. 

Not even Sam understood why he entertained those fights. He supposed he liked the rush. The thrill. The burning of his muscles that followed, and how it became an escape from the quiet of the countryside. 

“She’s just a child,” Sam couldn’t help but blurt once the silence of the kitchen became too much. He looked down at the fraying tablecloth underneath his crossed arms. Adelina’s face stared back. Her cheeks rounded and her eyes, an impossible shade of silver, so big they took up half of her face. She was a child. No more than fifteen. She was years away from being the woman that a quarter of the realm was already claiming her to be. 

La Dame du Ciel. A mighty warrior sent by the Skrolls to either unite the realm or tear it apart at the seams. Sam had heard the prophecy enough times while growing up. But a child? The prophecy was wrong. Or the Skrolls were sick. 

Marcel looked back at his son, the withered skin around his eyes pinching in thought. “She is more than that. Ordinary children do not fall from the sky. Children do not...have those kinds of markings,” he reminded softly. 

“Are you suggesting we turn her in?” Sam hardly knew the girl. She was soft-spoken and hadn’t left her bedroom once in the three months she’d been with them. Yet he could not help but feel protective of her. He knew just how gladly Vorya would break her if given the chance. 

“Of course not. I’m saying to mind yourself. The prophecy has begun. What the fates have spun cannot be unravelled
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