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Author’s Note


Dear Reader, 
This is the second book in a dark romantasy series called The Gift War. The first book, A House of Cloaks & Daggers, must be read first or else we are all going to be disastrously confused. That said, this book remains a sound choice of gift for a friend or a partner—and if your grandchildren have already started the series and they are grown up, then I think we’ll be safe with your selection this year.
The mature and explicit content in this series intensifies with an updated list of content at www.lorenlittle.com/themes for this book. Please note The Gift War is dark in both tone and theme. Reader discretion is always advised.
I must inform you that I am still an Australian writing in AU/UK dialect with no signs of stopping. I greatly appreciate your grace and patience with me—even more so for not reporting ill-presumed spelling errors on Amazon. For my much beloved international readers, your pronunciation of certain letters and words remains superior to ours, and I will continue to defend your honour in these matters.
Thank you for picking up this book from the depths of my anxious, battle-scarred heart. The world of publishing is a business and being an author is my career, but this book was a labour of love. And it was all for you. You are truly the reason I can tell my stories, and I am grateful for you every single day.
Please accept my apologies in advance. Eventually, it’s going to be okay. All my love, 
Loren x

P.S: I forgot to provide my long-suffering editor with a copy of the updated glossary, but it is in the back of this book for you. I also heard that you wanted bonus scenes from an alternate point of view, so there’s one or two of those in here too. Don’t skip to the end for them now. If you do that, I’ll know. It’s so much better for you to read them at the end of this book for maximum emotional damage, so please, let’s be reasonable. When you’re done with it, come and find me! We can hyperventilate and sob together.
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Playlist


LISTENING TIP: For maximum emotional damage, I highly recommend listening to  Distraction by Sleep Token at the end of this book even if you don’t normally listen to music as part of your reading.
Winner — Conan Gray

The Love You Want — Sleep Token

Is It Really You? — Sleep Token 

Just Pretend — Bad Omens

God Complex — VIOLENT VIRA

Mary On A Cross — Ghost

Dark Signs — Sleep Token 

Silver Spoon — Erin LeCount

Lead Me On — FLETCHER 


Castles Crumbling (feat. Hayley Williams) (Taylor’s Version) (From The Vault) — Taylor Swift, Hayley Williams



Distraction — Sleep Token


Lonely is the Muse — Halsey 

Who Knew - Edit — P!nk

F**kin’ Perfect — P!nk

CONCRETE JUNGLE — Bad Omens


Sorry — Halsey

Lead Me To Water — Alec Benjamin

“Slut!” (Taylor's Version) (From The Vault) — Taylor Swift

Missing Limbs — Sleep Token

Creatures in Heaven — Glass Animals


Feel Me Now — If Not For Me

Middle of the Night — Amy Shark

The Hills X Creepin X the Color Violet — LonelyEve

Take Me Back To Eden — Sleep Token

everything in my mind — Nevertel

You And I – Stripped — PVRIS

The Arsonist — Alec Benjamin

Eyelids — PVRIS

Wonderful Nothing — Glass Animals

Crush — FLETCHER

Oil & Water — PVRIS

Roses — Awaken I Am

Hangfire — Wind Walkers

Masterpiece — Motionless In White

If I Killed Someone For You — Alec Benjamin

Rain — Sleep Token

you’re like — Jamie Fine

this is me trying — Taylor Swift

Marble Arch — Erin LeCount

If Our Love Is Wrong — Callum Scott

Fall For Me — Sleep Token

A Tear In Space (Airlock) — Glass Animals

traitor — Olivia Rodrigo

(Bonus Scene)

Gethsemane — Sleep Token

Infinite Baths — Sleep Token
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“I give myself very good advice, but I very seldom follow it.”

— Alice in Wonderland (1865)
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one
An Eleven-Year-Old Girl


Blood stained the white fabric between my fingers. 
I scrubbed and scrubbed at it with a bar of soap, rinsing and repeating, but the marks wouldn’t fade. The water ran red first, and then pink, and still the bloodstains on the sheet remained.
Fingers numb and bones aching from the icy water, I dropped the linen with a flat, wet slap. Let it gather at the bottom of the sink, suffocating the drain as I pushed myself up on the tips of my toes and stretched over the steel basin to turn off the faucet.
It shrieked, metal against metal, and I sighed to break the heavy silence that followed. The dead quiet of the house weighed on me like a ball and chain around my ankles, like my bones had been replaced by iron bars. The leaden weight inside me was the only thing keeping me tethered to the earth, the pressure on my lungs the only thing preventing me from screaming until flesh shredded and bone shattered.
His flesh.
His bones.
I found him in the kitchen.
Standing beside the stove with a beer in hand, staring at the array of empty bottles littered across our small wooden table. Glaring at the brand-new highchair next to it, a pattern of blue bears and silver balloons on its padded seat and an unnaturally, immaculately clean feeding tray attached. He didn’t look up at me as I approached, though I trudged into the room with my invisible ball and chain in tow, dragging my heels along the floor. 
“We need new sheets,” I said. My voice was sweet, youthful, and monotone—like a flatline on the hospital monitors in the throat of an eleven-year-old girl.
A grunt was the only response offered to me by the hollow-eyed man near the stove.
Then he took a swig of beer.
The ugly smell stuffed itself up my nose like mouldy fruit left in the fridge for too long.
“We need new sheets,” I repeated.
Bloodshot eyes slid to mine. “I heard you.”
“You haven’t moved.”
His eyebrows slowly crumpled into a frown. “You want me to go right now?” he asked, pointing towards the door with the neck of his beer bottle.
“There are no fresh sheets,” I stated. Careful. I have to be so careful. “She’s going to need them changed again by morning.”
“It’s late. Put some in the dryer.”
A rush of cold seized my chest, but I put a hand on the back of the nearest chair to steady myself. Calmly—like I wasn’t repeating myself all over again—I told him, “They’re stained.”
He made a dismissive gesture at the ceiling and began to stride for the doorway. “At least they’ll be dry,” he muttered. “I’m going to crash on the couch.”
Something alive and tangible inside of my chest lunged for him with razor-sharp teeth and talon-like claws—but instead of sinking into its prey, the hateful beast stumbled headfirst into my heart with a ferocious, painful thump.
“No.”
He paused in the doorway. “What?”
“No,” I said again with emphasis. My chest rumbled faintly as if the beast was feeling its way around the obstacle of my blood organ, still determinedly set in its pursuit.
There was no way I would replace her bedding with bloodstained sheets. Again. She deserved clean, untainted linen, even if it didn’t stay that way for long. She was in there sobbing and bleeding and in unimaginable pain. She was hurt in ways that could never be healed, losing parts of herself that could never be replaced because of him—
Because of him.
“You don’t want to push me tonight, Auralie,” he warned in a voice laced with violence and suffering and the only promises he ever kept.
The dark things hiding beneath that voice were my constant companions, so my knees did not buckle beneath the weight of his threat. Instinct cautioned me against it, but I opened my mouth once more inside of an unpleasant smile.
“Three days,” I observed quietly. “Is that a new record for you?”
He turned slowly. His eyes were foggy, glazed by the liquor, and he strained to pull his focus onto me. “What?”
“It’s been three days since you last threatened me,” I clarified, my cheeks swelling with a vitriolic grin. “If you don’t count when I was a baby—which I don’t, because I can’t remember any of it—or the months you spend on the run, I’m sure this is some kind of record.”
The air between us trembled and pulled taut.
He clenched his fists, eyeballs swimming in his head, and spent a moment searching for something…
Alas, all he could come up with was more anger and irritation. Shoulders twitching, he shook the beer bottle in his hand and screwed his nose up at me.
“Shut up,” he spat, droplets of saliva spraying from his mouth.
Silently, I lifted my middle finger in the air between us.
The atmosphere cracked.
“Shut up!” he roared again. The bottle went flying and exploded against the wall behind me in a spray of beer and glass that tickled the back of my neck. “Shut up! Shut the fuck up!”
The words assaulted me like a punch in the nose, but I latched on to the abuse like a starving beast and greedily devoured the ugly expression on his face. My own heated to near the point of delirium as blood flooded to my cheeks and filled my head—a warmth, a sensation I hadn’t felt in weeks.
Something. I’m feeling something—
“Hit me!” I screamed back at him. My voice box felt like it had caught on fire, positively quivering in the wake of the falsetto, but it was too late for me to stop. “Go ahead and do it!” I shrieked. “Just get it over with! Because if I have to spend one more moment in this house, I am going to fucking kill you, you asshole!”
He took a thunderous step towards me. “Aura—”
I didn’t wait for him to finish. I couldn’t take it any longer. I could not be in that house with him, sleeping with one eye open every night, chewing nervous holes through my blankets every time I heard a creak from one of the floorboards down the hall. I couldn’t do it. I wouldn’t.
Heaving an enormous breath that stretched my lungs to bursting point, I released the most blood-curdling scream I could muster and closed my eyelids against the darkness that splintered across the room in flashes of nightmares and artificial lights. There was the sound of my terror and loathing as I spent every last scrap of my voice at once in that single scream, followed by a symphony of what sounded like bullets raining down on me—and then there was nothing.
Complete and utter silence.
Part of me prayed that someone had heard me and intervened, but I couldn’t sense the presence of anyone else in the room. It was only me and the monsters…
Or perhaps it was only monsters.
Before I opened my eyes, I tried to gather enough saliva to force down my swollen throat, but my vocal cords were paralysed and my stomach was in knots. I felt the chilling heat of my scream settling in my chest, curled up between my collarbones like a dragon. When I tried to take a breath of air in through my nose, I was hit with the stench of exposed flesh and burning wood. I doubled over and nearly choked as a mouthful of my own blood came hurtling out at an alarming speed, and my eyelids were ripped back on instinct.
All the lights were out.
The whole room would have been in complete darkness had there not been some kind of fire glowing in the cabinet underneath the kitchen sink and a second blaze sparking against the doorframe behind my father’s body.
Limply, he lay on the linoleum with his arms and legs spread out, bent in unshapely forms. Everything around him was in jagged pieces—cutlery, crockery, wooden furniture, and chunks of plaster. I was seeing all of it in black and white. Even the dark blood pooling beneath his head, which was turned away from mine.
My stomach churned around a knot of unease once more, and I dropped to my knees as I retched and spat another mouthful of metallic-tasting fluid onto the ground. Seconds later, my head followed and turned the whole world off with a skull-splitting slam.
I slept for a long time.
I almost thought I’d never wake up.
I almost hoped I wouldn’t.
When the white-haired woman appeared in the doorway, I must have been dreaming.
And when I did eventually wake up, it was daylight, and the world was colourful again. I was in my bedroom, tucked under the covers. The fires were all out. The light globes were working. The parts of our kitchen that had appeared to be shattered and broken were whole. My mother had fresh, clean sheets.
And my father was gone.
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two
Little Beast


Something brushed against my upper lip, tickling my nose. I shrugged it off because I was trying to get the sleep I so desperately needed. The world was finally dark again, and I was so,  so tired—
Sniff.
There it was again. Scrunching my nose up, I turned my head away, making sure to keep my eyes tightly closed against any rebellious flares of light because I—
Sniff.
It came back with a vengeance, with the persistence only a sentient being could demonstrate.
Alright, I thought. That’s it.
My head thrashed from side to side as I tried to rouse myself from the depths of my dream-snared reprieve. Heavy as iron balls, my eyelids felt tender and swollen when I attempted to pry them open using sheer will alone. With my arms feeling like jelly, I couldn’t seem to call upon my own hands for help.
Loud roaring echoed in my ears like cars speeding down a newly paved highway, irritating me further. I have to find the window and close it so I can get some rest.
A bright particle of light sliced through my vision as my lids slowly pulled apart. It hurt. My eyes watered, lashes fluttering with the intensity of broken butterfly wings while I fought to unravel the circling lines of shooting stars. With some difficulty, I managed to force my sight to wade through the blurry whirlpool of shapes and emerge on the other side of the obnoxious luminescence beyond them.
A white thing with feathered edges bleeding into the murky background swiped across my vision, making my nose tingle, and I shouted at it even though I knew it was likely some sort of insect and would not care to hear my protests. I bent my neck from left to right, rubbing the far corners of my eyes against my shoulders, and searched for my sense of balance. 
When I found it, I shouted again—an incoherent gurgle of annoyance at discovering my new surroundings. I was sitting in a carriage, slumped against the wall, and the roaring in my ears was the sound of the wind and earth falling away through an open window as we travelled over the countryside at an alarming speed. A red velvet curtain was pulled halfway across it, guiding a beam of light with firm, rigid boundaries to pour into the space in front of me and land…
…all over Wren.
No. I frowned. That wasn’t right. Not Wren anymore. Lucais. The High King of fucking Faerie and my ill-fated fucking mate.
It had only been days since I learned that the High King of Faerie, my fated mate by order of the Oracle, was not the man I had been introduced to when I first arrived at the House. Instead, it was his arrogant best friend, who had brought me there under false pretences, lied through his teeth to me for months, and forced everyone else to go along with his harebrained schemes.
And why? Because he was an asshole, inextricably linked to me by forces beyond even his own control, and yet he was repulsed by me in every possible way. I was only a half-faerie. I was more human—in all of the worst ways—than I was anything else, with little to no control over the complicated powers making a hollow inside my soul, and he wanted to make me suffer for it.
Fortunately, I felt the same way about him and all of his flaws.
He grinned at me, and I groaned. I couldn’t remember the last thing that had happened, but his expression was evidence enough that it had all gone terribly wrong. I was about to pose the question when I spied what he was holding in one of his large, long-fingered hands.
“Where did you get a feather?” I mumbled accusingly. My words were slow and my voice was thick with the exhaustion of someone roused prematurely from their sleep.
In a flash of white and gold, Lucais flicked the feather out of the open carriage window. His eyes never left mine, and his smile only faltered for a singular moment, which was surely deliberate and done to add melodramatic effect.
He blinked at me innocently. “What feather?”
Throwing my head back into the wall, I closed my eyes and let out a soft whimper, silently begging the High Mother for it to be another one of my nightmares from the human world. If my memory hadn’t been triggered by the resurgence during my first night in Faerie, I wouldn’t be able to recall a single thing about those awful dreams, and I found myself wishing for that again. Like I could wake up and forget it all.
I was groggy and nauseous, and the thought of wading through Lucais’s defences churned the acidic contents of my stomach. With effort, I opened my eyes, and I swore filthily under my breath when I didn’t wake up quite literally anywhere else in the world.
“Good morning to you, too, little beast,” crooned the real, blond-haired and golden-eyed, aggravating and cocky, High King of Faerie and Bane of My Existence, Lucais Starfire. His voice was smooth as velvet and sweet as honey. I wanted to take a vegetable peeler to his throat so it could never send warm shivers down my spine again.
I scowled at him, feeling a knot forming somewhere deep inside my heart, tightening around a vital artery. “Little beast?” I repeated with distaste. “Since when is that my pet name?”
Lucais’s smile only grew wider, but his eyes darkened until the gold blended into amber. It carried a serious, silent threat. “Since the last time I quite affectionately referred to you as bookworm, you stole the light from my sky and tried to bolt,” he told me. His tone was pleasant and conversational, but his eyes were smouldering. I suddenly felt hot and uncomfortable—almost ashamed. “So, no. From now on, you shall be referred to as what you truly are. A little beast.”
I forced myself to hold his stare as I crinkled my nose. “I don’t like it,” I said.
“Demon?” he offered, arching one golden eyebrow on his beautiful and hateful face.
“No.”
He leaned forward, bracing his elbows on his knees, and flashed his sharp teeth at me. “Wretch,” he continued, pursing his lips around the word. A mischievous light danced in Lucais’s eyes, his brows flicking up towards his ruffled hairline. 
I scoffed. “No.”
The High King did not miss a beat. “Monster.”
My pupils flared. “No!”
He rolled his eyes, feigning exasperation—I was certain that he had an entire thesaurus of derogatory names to call me, and he quite enjoyed reciting them—and sat back in his seat with a dull thump. “Villain?”
“Ugh—” I broke off, distracted. I’d moved to smack the palm of my hand against my forehead, and that was when I realised I was in chains.
High Mother help him in a minute or two.
He had put me in chains. Again.
But this time, they were not tethered to him. A set of thick, convict-style iron manacles encircled my wrists, fixed to chains that were bolted into the floor on either side of my feet. Anxiety curdled in my stomach. I straightened up, looked down at my confines, and pulled against them instinctively.
Nothing happened.
Blood flooded my cheeks until my face felt swollen.
I knew nothing would happen, but the panic overtook every other sense and logical thought in my mind. With a racing heart, I waited for the cool iron to warm and scorch my skin, but—
“It was a necessary precaution,” Lucais began quietly. His voice was an echo down a very long, dark tunnel. “After the stunt you pulled in the Court of Light, and in front of Enyd’s Court, no less—”
“It doesn’t hurt,” I cut in, looking up at him with fear bleeding from my eyes. Why doesn’t it hurt? I scanned the cuffs around my wrists, on the brink of hysteria, and shot a panicked glance at the High King when I found nothing. “The iron doesn’t hurt me.”
Lucais gave me a bewildered look. “You think I’m trying to punish you? To…torture you?”
Confounded, all I could do was shake my head. “No, I-I don’t know. It doesn’t matter.” I heaved an enormous, shaky sigh. “Shouldn’t the iron hurt me?” I yanked, grinding my teeth together until my jaw ached, and pulled against the chains so hard that the cuffs scraped the first layer off my skin. Another wave of tears pricked at my eyes. Please, please, please. “I have magic,” I hissed at the floor, at the chains, at the iron. At the cold and empty universe. “There was magic.”
The High King’s expression had softened by the time my eyes found their way back to his face. He opened his mouth, then sighed, and said, “Little beast, you’re a human. There is already iron in your blood.”
Abandoning my endeavours with the chains, I blinked away my tears. They rolled down my cheeks like fat, useless drops of acid. The iron didn’t need to tell me what I already knew; the magic stalking me through Faerie had ghosted me as soon as I gave in to it—which was what I’d been afraid of the whole fucking time—and to wish for any further, physical proof was borderline masochistic. The truth was staring me in the face, cold as death and firm as iron.
My powers had disappeared again, exactly as they had done in the human world when I’d needed them most at the hopeless age of eleven. They stalked me, haunted me, tempted me, and then bailed.
Fuck them. I turned my attention back to Lucais, focussing on his words instead, searching for a loophole.
“Being part-faerie, you have less than there is in a full-blooded human woman, but trace amounts nonetheless,” he concluded.
My eyebrows drew together, and I cocked my head to the side. “Are you saying I have low iron?”
Lucais’s upper lip curled. “I’m not a doctor.”
“You’re not a lot of things, you know.” I contained a laugh because none of it was actually funny, and he was looking at me the way he did when he wanted me to feel stupid. “Besides, I already know I have low iron,” I complained.
I’d been diagnosed anaemic as a child, and neither the supplements nor the injections worked because my iron and transferrin saturation levels never went back into the normal ranges. The doctors gave me doses high enough to counteract my vegetarian diet, but beyond that theory, they couldn’t figure it out. In hindsight, though, it made sense.
A blood test couldn’t have determined that my mother cheated on her husband with my flaky faerie father many years after a brutal war permanently separated faeriekind from human beings. Ergo, at the point of conception, my body was damned to become a battleground for magic and iron as the consequences of other people’s actions played out inside my genetic code.
I sighed. Very briefly, I entertained the thought that I’d like to meet another half-faerie and ask them if they ever suffered the same problems. But that was too distracting, so I packed it away for later.
“I don’t understand why iron can hurt you and not me when both of us are supposed to have access to magic,” I went on, my voice adopting a calmer edge than a few moments prior. “Aren’t faeries supposed to be allergic? How do you suppose I’ve ever had magic at all if the repellent lives inside of my body?”
That would explain a lot, actually.
Lifting a shoulder nonchalantly, he replied, “Well, at the moment, you don’t have any magic. It’s dormant. I’m working on a theory that you might react to contact with iron when it’s active if your body treats it as a foreign substance externally, but I don’t think you’ll allow me to test it out on you because it’s going to fucking hurt.” Lucais’s eyes flared as if to emphasise his point. “Besides, it doesn’t really explain what I tasted in your blood.” His throat worked, and his tongue darted out to swipe across his upper lip as if he were recalling the experience fondly.
I grimaced. My blood had cured him of locust poisoning, yet the experience had been anything but nice for me. All of two seconds after finding out he’d betrayed my trust in the most absurd and damning of ways, I was being asked to save Lucais’s life. And I did save him. Because I wanted to yell at him, and because— 
No. Any other reason would be insane. I just wanted him to be conscious when I yelled at him, obviously.
After a moment, the High King huffed and said, “Honestly, the very existence of half-faeries is a mystery to begin with, and it’s one I haven’t had the inclination to study until”—he looked me up and down—“recently.” Frowning, he turned his gaze towards the carriage window. “We’ll find the answer eventually.”
Inhaling deeply through my nose, I curled my hands into fists around the iron chainlinks. “How do you know I don’t have any magic right now?” Have you suppressed it? Can I steal it back?
Lucais jerked with the motion of a short, sharp laugh. “What’s the last thing you remember?”
Studying the dark wood stain behind the High King’s blond head, I tried to recall what had happened after I unleashed my magic.
It had been relentless, a whispering presence following me throughout the House, playing me for a fool again for old time’s sake. While the High King and his Hand were away, gallivanting across Faerie doing only the Oracle knew what, I had occupied myself in the House by reading, futilely searching for a dungeon to satisfy my in-built, inherited system of denial, and slowly reacquainting myself with magic during my final days there.
At first, I didn’t have a choice. I tried to ignore it while it pushed and pushed and pushed. But after the day in the field with the caenim and Wren—no, with Lucais, who I had believed to be named Wren at the time—the closed door of my mind cracked open, and I lost an inch or two of the leash I had tightly wound around temptation.
Then another inch.
And another.
I let it go until the voice of mystical misguidance was wrapped around my body like an invisible constrictor python, squeezing the resistance out of my bones like the breath from my lungs. The only reason I had even considered using it to flee was because he had told me in the armoury that I could learn how to create a shield for myself and other people. Something that could go undetected but protect my little sister from harm.
For Brynn? For the sake of something—and someone—good? I’d agreed to do it. I’d agreed to try.
Apparently, I hadn’t tried hard enough.
All I wanted was to replicate the flood of darkness I had unleashed in the bathroom the day Delia’s beautiful white hair had turned black—preferably without the non-consensual hair dye—to create a distraction long enough for me to escape unnoticed. 
The darkness was there, waiting, asking to be let out, but I had overshot my own abilities because I’d never physically rehearsed the action of evanescing. My deep, immobilising fear of flying prevented me from being able to bring myself to try it out in advance; however, because I’d read about it in the House’s library, I thought I knew enough to put it into practice when the time came. I figured I wouldn’t jump out of a plane wearing a parachute for fun, but if the plane was on fire and I knew the logistics of how to operate the parachute, then that entire scenario would be a completely different story.
Unfortunately, instead of ending up in the Forest of Eyes and Ears, where I would have been safe and hidden, I ended up in the back of the High King’s carriage in chains, where I was flustered and mortified.
“You locked me up,” I accused instead, lifting my wrists for emphasis.
The High King’s eyes rolled back in his head. “Do you remember when I mentioned the exceedingly real risk of you imploding and taking out Sthiara in the process? Well, I don’t know what you were trying to do back there unless you were trying to murder me, but you completely short-circuited. You used too much power too fast and burned yourself out. I thought you died. Wren was—” He stopped abruptly, a war of frustration and guilt using his facial features as their battleground.
Wren.
My heart thumped in my chest like a blow to the head, pain shattering across my body in waves of betrayal and regret. I felt my pulse picking up a new, unhinged rhythm and would have bet that the High King was listening to it as he watched my cheeks flushing pink with guarded, slightly narrowed eyes flaring sparks of gold and amber.
“I put the cuffs on you to protect you,” he confessed after a moment, changing the subject with as much ease as opening a door with rusted hinges. “And to protect my realm. I warned you that what you were doing toed the line of dangerous territory, but you didn’t listen to me.” He ran a hand over his mouth, dragging his fingernails across the glittering stubble. “Nobody has ever stolen the light from my Court before, Aura. Nobody has ever dared to try, and they’ve certainly never done it by accident simply because they were pissed at me.”
I blew out a harsh breath of air. “I suppose we’re on the way for you to hang me for treason, then?”
It was an attempt at dark humour to lighten the mood, but I realised too late that I’d committed more than one conceivable crime against the High King of Faerie—and it was not stealing light from his sky for a mere moment in time that hung tension so thick it threatened to strangle me in the air between us. I had fallen in love with his best friend, and we’d done unspeakable things with each other under his roof and on his furniture.
Although Lucais detested the fact that he was destined to bond with a half-breed mortal who needed to be saved from flesh-eating monsters every other week, and he didn’t really want me to do those things with him instead, it had to feel like he was being wronged. Lucais had to be at least a tiny bit pissed off himself. 
Even if it was at himself. 
“No, little beast,” he said at last, resignation colouring his eyes a solid, stunning gold. “I won’t let them put a noose around that pretty little neck.” Lucais gazed out of the window as if he could see our destination, though he was facing the way we’d come, and his voice dropped in pitch and volume. “I won’t tell anyone if you don’t.”
I nodded slowly because I knew he wasn’t talking about the stolen light. “Them?” I repeated, so quietly I almost thought he wouldn’t hear me. My voice cracked as I tried to amplify the whisper with my next words. “You mean the people in Caeludor? That’s where we’re going?”
Why would they put a noose around my neck?
He nodded, his expression tight. “I know you had other plans, and I would be thrilled to hear all about them, but we need to get ahead of the rumours after what the Court of Wind witnessed at the House. News of the caenim attack will spread to the city, and there will be chaos if I’m not around to calm their fears.”
“You can’t order Enyd to keep her mouth shut?”
He regarded me like I had suddenly grown a tail. “It’s not Enyd who will send word.”
The urge to roll my eyes at him was intense, but I managed to keep it at bay. I have got to be civil if I want to get out of these chains. “You can’t silence her soldiers?”
Lucais was already shaking his head at me. “Do I look like the High Mother to you?”
Fuck civility then.
I ignored him. “Can you let me out of these chains?”
He ran his tongue along his bottom lip as he considered. “I can.”
Glowering at his obviously misleading truth, I remembered all the times he had manipulated our language to lead me astray while keeping within the bounds of his inability to outright lie. It made my blood boil. I had enough to worry about and work through in my head without having to wade through the unlimited variations of phrasing the High Fae took advantage of whenever they spoke. Something as simple as “You can call me Wren” had almost ruined the both of us completely.
He acknowledged my irritation with a raised brow and went on to ask, “How likely is it that you’ll attack me if I do?”
Chewing on the inside of my cheek, I shrugged. “Like you said, I have no magic.”
“It is actually your fists I’m afraid of.”
“I would nev—”
“You’ve done it before,” he interrupted, giving me a pointed look.
And though I loathed to admit it, Lucais was right—I had slapped him across the face in Dante’s Bookstore.
“That was before I knew who you were,” I argued miserably.
Lucais chuckled. The sound was dark, low, and sensual. I tried to shake it off, but it gripped onto my hips like a pair of hands and sent a bolt of something entirely unwanted between my legs.
“Does it really make a difference who I am?” he purred.
Defeated, I shook my head and let my shoulders slump forward.
It wasn’t worth the effort it would take for me to lie to the King of Deceit himself.
“The cuffs remain until I am certain that you won’t run for your life once I let you loose,” he declared, like I truly was a beast he was rehabilitating before releasing back into the wild. “You don’t see it like this now, Auralie, but we’re lucky that all you did back there was black out. If you disappeared, you’d find that there are worse things than scorned High Kings in Faerie, and you’d be tripling the reward for your own neck.” He shook his head. “I don’t want to be your enemy. It makes no difference if you like me or even if you trust me, but if you could just try to refrain from betraying me again—at least until you stop being such a liability—then we’ll be fine.”
I snorted. Hypocrite.
Lucais’s eyes flashed as if he’d heard the private thought, but he said nothing. He simply ran a hand through his hair and readjusted his position, resting his elbow on the windowsill and propping his chin on his fist. The High King was so handsome; he would make a stunning portrait posing like that, and I hated it. I absolutely hated it.
Until you stop being such a liability.
He was too beautiful to be so cruel. 
Bored with our conversation and wilfully ignorant of my charged gaze, Lucais occupied himself by watching the scenery flash past us outside, and I decided to do the same—
Except I couldn’t. Because I was chained in place.
I don’t want to be your enemy. Lucais couldn’t lie to me outright, but he could trick me into believing things that were not true. Crucial things—like his identity and the Oracle only knew what else.
So what is it now? He doesn’t want to be my enemy, but he will be? He already is? He wants to be friends even less? Oh, it’s giving me a headache.
The urge to rub my temples to ease the pressure building inside my skull was intense, and the fact that I was restrained from doing so made me want to cry. But I didn’t. I would not play those games with him, not when the odds were stacked against me so high that I was destined to lose count every time I tried to calculate the distance I needed to cover in order to get ahead.
Glaring at Lucais’s side profile, I vowed to never allow myself to be made into such a fool by a faerie again. A fool who was tempted by fate only to find out it was a lie. That everything was a lie.
No.
He could never win at the mindfuckery. I’d do anything. I’d refuse to play—or I’d cheat.
I settled back against my seat and closed my eyes. You don’t have to be my enemy, but I want nothing more than to be yours.
I knew he could hear me that time.
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three
You Can’t Pick a Fight with Irons and Expect to Win


Somewhere between one place and the next, I lost my battle with the carriage and succumbed to the rocky movements and whooshing white noise conspiring to lull me to sleep. When the carriage came to an abrupt halt, it yanked me back to alertness. I fell forward, only managing to catch myself a second before I landed face-first in the High King’s lap. 
He was wide awake, lounging in his seat with his legs uncouthly spread apart, one hand resting atop his knee and the other raised in the air as if he wasn’t quite sure what else he was supposed to do with it. For a split second of pure and unfiltered insanity, I imagined that he was going to place his palm against the back of my head, fist his hand in my hair until it almost hurt, undo the buckle of his belt with his other hand, and guide my face the rest of the way down to where he wanted my mouth.
Then I shoved that absolutely obscene train of thought out of my head and right back into the asylum from which it had obviously escaped unbidden. Halting my descent into madness, I glanced up at him from beneath my lashes and glowered at the hideously charming smirk creeping across his full mouth.
Ew. He’s having the same thoughts. Ew, ew—
Using the tension of the cuffs and chains, I pulled myself upright and pushed my spine against the carriage seat until I felt the wood digging into me through the cushion.
“Not right now, but thank you for the offer,” the blond fiend began, visibly fighting for his composure despite the even tone of his lovely voice. “I’m afraid we’ve come too close to civilisation, which wouldn’t ordinarily be an issue for me, except that I am the High King and someone is about to open”—he paused, casting an expectant look out of the carriage window right before the door swung open and blinding light flared into the space between us like a prison spotlight—“that door.”
I was preparing to pull an immature face at him when I noticed who that someone was.
Wren.
My heart punched my chest like it was trying to make a hole there so it could see him, too. Something became lodged in my throat—something that couldn’t be swallowed or spoken—so I just stared at him with round eyes as he turned to face me. The exchange felt like it had to be happening in slow motion because an eternity spanned between us in mere milliseconds. A vision of warmth and heat bursting against the sun-brightened background, his broad figure took up almost the entire carriage doorframe and cast an overly large shadow across the floor. He was all dark eyes, dark skin, and dark curls…
And a dark look that unravelled across his face as his gaze snagged on the handcuffs chaining me in place. Without sparing a single moment for logical thought, Wren reached for me. His eyes were widening with horror, and his hands were fast.
Too fast.
I couldn’t move out of the way in time.
The dark-haired faerie grasped my wrists, locking his fingers around the iron cuffs in an automatic attempt to pull them apart and release me. But the iron scalded him, smoke and sparks flying, and a violent hiss marked the sound of the manacles devouring his skin.
He yelled—loudly and with vulgarity—and jumped backwards, shaking the hand that had copped the brunt of the damage. Pulling the chains taut, I hid my hands behind my back so he couldn’t make a second attempt. Judging by the feral look on his gorgeous face, I was certain he would try. 
Wren’s stare sliced into me, deep chestnut eyes narrowing into slits when he marked the deliberate removal of my hands from his reach, and so he turned to Lucais instead.
“Are you out of your fucking mind?” he demanded. “Let her go.”
Lucais was gaping at him with obvious disgust. “Me? Has a Bogeyman possessed you, Wren? You can’t pick a fight with irons and expect to win. I’ve never seen anyone do something so foolish…”
The High King continued his tirade of ridicule, but it all simply faded from my mind. Everything from the moment that he uttered the name Wren.
It was the first time I’d truly heard him use it since the day we met when he had tricked me into believing it was his name.
But it wasn’t.
He was Lucais Starfire, the High King of Faerie, and hearing him address the real Wren directly for the first time broke the spell of lingering confusion I’d been caught under since the truth was revealed.
I stared at him like I was seeing him for the very first time. His tousled blond hair, the sharply carved jawline and high cheekbones, his thick golden eyebrows so often elevated with distaste for me, and those eyes filled with starlight, sunlight, and the burning heat at the core of the earth. The man from my dreams—both nightmares and daytime fantasies—with broad shoulders, strong legs, and tattooed arms corded with muscle. His glistening crystal earring, the twin necklace to my own with the shared insignia of our homes peeking out from his loose white shirt, the defined column of his throat, and his full mouth of baby pink lips and teeth as sharp as the words he so often spoke.
“Lucais,” I murmured absently.
He broke off mid-sentence, elongated and delicately pointed ears pricking further, and turned his face to me, head tilting ever so slightly to one side. Golden eyes smouldering, he doused me with an expression of incredulity, and his tongue came out to wet his lips just as I thought they were beginning to curve upwards into some semblance of an affectionate smile. They didn’t, though.
He gazed back at me for what felt like thousands of years, and then clicked his tongue and returned to his one-sided conversation with a clearly agitated Wren. I was too bewitched by my revelation and too embarrassed to peer up at Wren and discover if he looked as hurt as the palpable tension between us immediately felt. It was the first time I had ever properly acknowledged one of them by their true names. Both out loud and in my own head. And I had picked the High King—without even thinking about it, without even meaning to choose him. 
“Auralie is fine,” the High King stressed to his friend.
Are they still friends?
I hadn’t even asked.
Did I ruin that, too?
“She is ready to punch me in the throat and make a run for it at the earliest opportunity, though,” he added, lowering his voice into a harsh, sardonic whisper and cupping a hand over his mouth and nose to conceal it from me. “I think she’s bored of me.”
Wren wore a furious expression when I at last looked back at him. “Are you fine?” he bit out.
Fine? Such an interesting question, especially coming from you. I felt my lower lip begin to wobble, so I snagged it between my teeth with a sharp intake of breath. Exhale.
Fixing him with a hard look, I asked, “After what you did to me?”
Wren’s beautiful face fell. His anger dissipated, replaced by a profound look of remorse. The pull I felt towards him strained, like the iron chains the High King had used to secure me to his carriage were wrapped around the feelings his best friend and I had for each other instead of my wrists.
Even if I wanted to, I couldn’t go to him. I refused. He was not the man I had thought he was. Wren was dangerous because he could seriously hurt me. He had seriously hurt me.
Hadn’t he?
Lucais was Lucais, and I’d found a way to reconcile myself to that because he was the same no matter what name I called him. When he was pretending to be Wren, he had tried to drug me in Dante’s Bookstore with silver powder. And when he was leaning into his true name of Lucais, he had tried to wake me by sticking a feather up my nose. Even when he was pretending not to be the High King, he still acted like one…
Oh, the irony.
The day I teased him for thinking of himself as a Prince in Brynn’s dreams must be the funniest day of his stupid, immortal life. 
His name never changed him, not even a little bit, and I didn’t like him any differently between one name or the other.
But the real Wren? I had absolutely no idea who he was. I did not know who the man standing in front of me with a broken heart and burned hands was when he wasn’t pretending to be somebody else—and doing a damn good job of it, too.
I really liked him when we were roleplaying soulmates, but he was doing it without my informed consent and lying to me through his perfect teeth.
Was it all a lie, though?
“I will be fine,” I conceded, turning my head away from him. My eyes burned with the threat of hot tears. Some strange part of me was flailing as if caught on something underwater, blowing ferocious air bubbles to the surface with a message that popped before it reached my ears. Shuddering, I tried to shake it off. I shot the High King an impatient look, and his eyes grew large with theatrical indignation. “Are we far from these gates?”
Blinking slowly, he shook his head. “About a twenty-minute walk.”
 “We’re walking?” I frowned. I couldn’t see out of the carriage door, and the window on the other side was covered by thick velvet curtains. Is there another town like Sthiara out there?
“No,” Lucais replied. “I’m not, but you are.” He gestured between his right-hand man and me with a long finger. “The palace is protected by wards that are so strong even I can’t evanesce through them unless I am alone. Everyone comes and goes on foot. And for this trip, at least, I need to travel to the palace gates by myself.”
I was about to ask why, but he waved a hand—
And pushed me outside.
It had to have been the force of his magic because Lucais never physically touched me, and yet the chains tethering my handcuffs to the floor were released, and an invisible wind picked me up and carried me out through the door. It dropped me rather unceremoniously onto the ground. Instinctively, I went to throw out my arms to steady myself, but the chains on my handcuffs had been linked together, and the action set me completely off-balance.
Wren’s strong arms caught me before I fell flat on my face on the gravel road. He supported me as I found my feet, and by the time I was able to look up again, the High King had slammed the door shut, and the carriage was being pulled away by a team of six black and white unicorns with an alarming number of spiky horns.
Jackass. 
The sound of a horse’s snort came from behind me, and I glanced over my shoulder to find Elera standing in the middle of the dirt road, ogling me. Her large, dark eyes were wise but regarded me with an element of caution. I nodded to her in greeting, and she hesitated a moment before bowing her head to me—lower than a simple hello would warrant—until the tips of her three curved horns brushed against the ground. Elera didn’t spare a glance in Wren’s direction when she lifted her head and broke into a gallop after the High King’s carriage.
I turned back to him. “Why is he going alo—what are you doing?”
Wren’s shirt was already over his head by the time I finished changing the question, and then I’d completely forgotten what I’d originally been intending to ask. 
While he politely ignored me, I stood there and eyed him in wonderment.
How did he fool me into thinking he was someone that he was not?
He was the man from my dreams—or at least he would have been if my night terrors weren’t actually about Lucais Starfire. The prisoner in the dungeon of my mind was the High King of Faerie, who had glamoured his tattoos to hide them from me and pretended to be someone else when we had met, but I’d seen Wren in the dark. Hadn’t I?
They’d tricked me, and I was no longer sure about anything.
I stared at the man I had thought I was trying to save every night—the man I thought I was going to love. Exuding heat, his scent was that of a roaring fire in the dead of winter. His skin was a rich, sepia brown and soaked up the sunlight until it practically shimmered with golden light and warmth; and he was tall, broad-shouldered, muscular—
And impossibly strong.
The chain linking my handcuffs broke apart with an aggravated shriek as Wren freed me, using his shirt to protect himself. Carefully, he broke the cuffs apart using only his fingers wedged into the space between my wrists and the irons. When they split into pieces, Wren tossed them into the gully and took my hands in his, dutifully inspecting my wrists and forearms for damage. He was the embodiment of warmth in both his looks and his personality, and that made it so much easier to believe he was—that he could have been—the High King under the rule of the Court of Light.
And he didn’t have a choice. And I loved him—
“You’re fine,” Wren surmised, reluctantly releasing my hands. I took them back into my own custody and rubbed my wrists, feeling strangely light and hollow without the cruel pieces of jewellery gifted to me by my mate. “Physically, at least.”
“And you’re shirtless,” I commented, mostly as an excuse to let my eyes wander down his chest.
I navigated his breastbone, like a valley between his pectorals, over the peaks of his dark brown nipples, and then through a maze of his abdominal muscles, which shuddered beneath my gaze as though my eyes were a physical touch. I stopped myself before I went any lower, before I remembered—
“I can’t stand it,” he said quietly. “The sight of you in chains is blasphemous. The way he treats you—”
I put my hand up between us, though I didn’t really understand why. “Stop,” I pleaded. My chest felt tight, my heart fracturing a little under the pressure of the enormous breath I pulled into my lungs. “You played along with his games, and whether you were a willing participant or not is beside the point. You treated me every bit as badly as he did. Worse, even.” Because it fucking hurt more from you.
Wren sighed and bent his head towards me, dark curls falling across his eyes. “Don’t misunderstand me when I say this because I am sorry for hurting you and I wish it had been different, but I did not take anything from you that you were not willing to give me, and your feelings for me developed of their own accord. Believe me when I say that if you believe anything at all. You don’t love me because of the Oracle, Aura. You love me in spite of it.”
“I don’t have feelings for you,” I snapped. I felt the tang of warm metal grace my tongue and swallowed it down. “I don’t love you at all.”
“Liar,” he accused.
“Manipulator,” I spat, but the voices in my head agreed with him. I sent a mental blade after their throats.
Brown eyes boring into mine, his mouth curved into the faintest smirk, and when I sucked my lower lip between my teeth, his gaze dropped, tracking the movement. I stepped back because something brutally honest and gasping for air told me that I didn’t stand a chance if he tried to kiss me.
Wren sighed. “I need to give you more time, I know.” He gazed down the road to where the carriage had disappeared over the hill. “The city is beyond the crest. The reason he has to go alone is because we haven’t permanently resided here for quite some time. Every pair of eyes within sight or sprinting distance of the royal carriage will be scrutinising it today.”
I rolled my eyes. If Lucais disdains me so much that he can’t stand the idea of being seen with me in public, why can’t he bear to let me travel freely through his realm?
Probably for some highly suspicious and nefarious reason. As if lying about his identity could ever be the worst of his secrets. 
“Aura?” Wren waved a hand in front of my face. “Are you hatching a plan to flee? If so, you won’t need to fight me off because I’ll let you go. I’ll go with you—anywhere you want, any time you like.”
Shaking my head, I glanced back at him and smiled ruefully. “No, I’ve had a change of heart. I’d really like to see what and who the High King is so desperate to hide me from, actually. He wanted to smuggle me into Caeludor like some sort of contraband, so let’s go.” I tucked my necklace beneath my shirt and smoothed it down, brushing a hand over the scar on my forearm left by the original manacle from our trip through the Forest. “Take me into the City of Light.”
As promised, Wren acquiesced without argument and offered me a respectful nod of his head. We were almost at the top of the hill when a thought occurred to me.
“He called you Wrenlock in the House when he was poisoned, but when he gave me your name in place of his own, it was Wren. Which do you prefer?”
“Wrenlock,” he answered immediately. “He gave me Wren as a nickname when we were kids to poke fun at me for my affinity with birds, and he continues to use it to this day because he knows it annoys the hell out of me.”
Nodding to myself, I swirled my tongue around behind my teeth. Figures. I pursed my lips and tried his real name out. “Wrenlock.”
It was the first truth that intruded upon me as we stepped up to the top of the hill and found an enormously wide and deep valley carved into the ground below our feet.
Wren, one way or another, is dead.
It is only Wrenlock and Lucais now.
And I had a sinking feeling that Wren had taken his bookworm out with him in a murder-suicide that could never be corroborated in the papers by the only true witness—an enchanted House.
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Pretty Little Neck


Caeludor was not the city I had imagined. 
In fact, I hardly considered it much of a city at all. It was more like a wasteland. Lucais had spoken of the Ruins to me when we first travelled through the Court of Light and encountered the Banshee on the road. He’d said it was a vacant and discarded place to which they had been exiled—and if I didn’t know any better, I would think that I was descending upon it with Wrenlock.
The mist was incredibly disconcerting because it obscured most of the infrastructure from my view. Fog as thick as rain clouds and dark as a lightning storm had settled over the city like a heavy blanket, barely allowing the tallest buildings the space to breathe. I could discern the shadowed outline of certain architecture with telltale features in their designs, such as the buildings lined up on winding streets with chimneys ascending from slanted rooftops or the symbolic spires floating over larger buildings. Even some half-dead trees were visible, anchored in the mist like macabre beacons. Overall, though, visibility was severely restricted, and it was much darker and colder than I’d have ever thought possible during the rule of a High King from the Court of Light.
Caeludor, I had learned through my studies in the House’s library when I was alone, was a neutral part of Faerie. The only neutral part. There was a permanent ceasefire in place that even the Gift War had not violated. It was home to the High King or High Queen of the time and their inner circle, as well as faeries from any other Court who wished to make the city their home.
Predictably, it was protected and fuelled by the magic of its High King or High Queen, and as a result, the colloquial name changed to match the primary element of Faerie’s ruler in different reigns. It was the City of Light while Lucais Starfire was High King, but had Enyd become the High Queen, it would have been called the City of Wind. Because of that, the city’s bones and soil thrived on every kind of magic. One might have even found Witches living in Caeludor, according to some of the books I’d read. I’d never seen any pictures of it, but if it was truly the same city I was venturing into, I could understand why there were no visual depictions.
There would simply be no point in painting it when the canvas would have to remain so incredibly bleak. The artist may as well spill milk onto a blank page and call it a day.
Built in a valley, Caeludor emerged from the ground like a felled beast between the tall peaks of four mountains. At my back, the hillside was a walk through a field of daisies on a warm, sunny day compared to the three striking monsters in front of us that curled around the north, south, and east of the city like a scaled serpent. I was certain they were the Metal Mountains because they looked to be made from the blades of fallen swords and had a sinister, mystifying hue.
Steel glinting in the surviving light from the persistent skies above, the peaks were jagged and appeared fragile at their highest points. It was as though their astounding height was artificial, and the structures were in as much disrepair as the city beneath them.
“Why do they look like that?” I asked my sullen companion, who was a quiet and constant warmth at my side despite his lack of a shirt.
Wrenlock had discarded it on the ground near the handcuffs, and when I peered down at them to discern why, I realised the iron had found a way to burn through the fabric to get to his skin when he had freed me. At the sight of his shirt, riddled with scorch marks and holes, the newly formed ice around my heart began to crack again. I was fearful that a chunk of it might be due to fall off soon if I wasn’t careful.
Is it really that bad? Isn’t he hurt, too?
“The Metal Mountains?” he asked, confirming my suspicions. “They’re covered in the swords of fallen soldiers from the Gift War.” He squinted as he peered up at them, the ghost of long-buried sadness catching in his eyes before he blinked. “After it ended, there was so much weaponry left discarded across the realm that we didn’t know what to do with it. Especially since there were so many families who never knew for certain when or where their loved ones had died. We couldn’t identify and return all of the lost possessions, but we couldn’t destroy them all, either. Lucais decided to drop the swords on top of the mountain ranges around Caeludor as a tribute…and a reminder of the price we paid.”
A shudder buried itself at the base of my spine and began to snake its way up to the nape of my neck while he spoke. The landscape surrounding Caeludor had such a gruesome history—it was no wonder the city looked like a graveyard with its tombstone buildings and corpse-like flora crawling up out of the mist.
“And the fog?” I enquired, as we made it to the base of the slope, and a few figures became partially discernible on the road up ahead. They moved about like wraiths beneath dark waters. “Is this another one of those faerie-ruler-mood-swings?”
Wrenlock regarded me doubtfully, as if he was trying to recall when we’d had that conversation. He wasn’t the one who had told me, though. It was Fake Wren—the wolf in sheep’s clothing, draped in romantic faelight beside the bookcase in my bedroom at the House. The High King of Faerie, undercover. The jerk. 
“No,” Wrenlock replied at last. Raising his brows, he stretched a hand back to rub his shoulder thoughtfully.
I faltered a step. His arm was smooth, the skin entirely unblemished. My stomach twisted, a pit of ravenous vipers curling against the sides, striking me with truths. For so long, I had been looking at Wren and imagining him with the tattoos from my dreams hidden beneath the long sleeves he always wore. But he’d never had any tattoos at all. He wasn’t the man from my dreams—except he was.
“This is essentially the perpetual state of the weather here now—most days, at least. I can’t even tell you why, but I can tell you that it wasn’t always like this. In its glory days, Caeludor was a powerhouse of magic, infinite in its beauty. Underneath all this,” he continued, waving a hand at the fog as if he could wish it away, “I’m sure it still is.”
I wonder if I’ll get the chance to see it—
Mid-thought, I stopped myself, because that was not helpful. Who cares about the city and what it looks like underneath the eerie fog?
I could not afford to get caught up in thoughts like that. Caeludor’s cryptic horror and ambiguity were merely another set of lines on a very long list for me to scratch off, and the paper was about to be scrunched up and discarded. I didn’t even care to figure out the nightmares I’d had about Lucais anymore. The
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